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The research interest of this thesis is outlined by the concept of governance. Governance is 
used to describe, understand and explain the development of governing styles applied to solve 
complex societal problems. Governance embodies a societal shift in governing problems by 
emphasizing the need of interaction across and between state and non-state actors to augment 
the capacity of public policy. Governance transforms the role of the government by subverting 
the hierarchical principles for governing through interface and collaboration. The normative 
perception of governance is that it improves governments’ ability to develop alternative and 
innovative governing solutions to intricate problems and challenges. 
The study of governance entails the research on complex and interactive governing. The 
design of innovative governing commands an integration of a range of actors in the 
development of programs, strategies and policy. In contemporary interactive governing the 
position of the government is redefined. Formal and hierarchical governing is interlinked with 
informal and multi-level governing through networks. Networks join the interests of public 
entities operative on different levels, with non-state actors, e.g. citizen, business and local 
organizations. Networks operate based on varied institutional interests and diverse socio-
political preferences and often have their own view of societal problems and opinion of 
methods to deal with these problems. A functional interactive governing implies that the 
design of innovative policy solutions is a result of a coordinated interaction where the interests 
and preferences of different networks are respected and integrated. This is a precondition for 
an informed problem understanding that reflects the complexity of contemporary societal 
challenges.      
This thesis describes and examines governance endeavors designed to solve contested and ill-
defined environmental challenges. The thesis contributes to the academic literature by using 
the Baltic Sea Region (BSR) as a research area. The BSR is a relevant area to study governance, 
as it has been a laboratory for alternative modes of governing ever since the 1950s. The focus 
of this thesis is the environmental governance of the Baltic Sea. The BSR environmental 
governance is synonymous with autonomous network endeavors that aim to generate policy 
responses that target the shared challenges of the Baltic Sea. The BSR network governance is 
tasked with the multi-level governing of the environmental degradation of the Baltic Sea 
ecosystems. The destruction of the Baltic Sea ecosystems is largely a consequence of extensive 
chemical pollution, eutrophication and overfishing.  
The thesis examines how the current BSR environmental network governance functions in 
practice and summarizes the key features that define the reality of governing the Baltic Sea. 
The thesis illustrates how the current mode of Baltic Sea governing does not comply with 
normative logic. Modern environmental governance advocates interactive governing through 
inclusive actor arrangements to attain a holistic view of the underlying structures and features 
defining complex challenges. The hierarchical conditioned BSR network governance fails to 
transform and reframe the Baltic Sea governing style to comply with and respond to the 
conflict-ridden and intricate ecosystem challenges. Ecosystem based challenges are difficult to 
solve, as there is not a shared view of the scope of their true nature, because of diverging and 
conflicting societal and actor interests. In particular, the governing of the Baltic Sea does not 
properly consider the social dimension of ecosystem challenges. Technical and expert guided 
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governance cannot solve the underlying socio-cultural tensions in the region, which impedes 
the usefulness, efficiency and the true potential of current policy actions.  
A future Baltic Sea environmental network governance must be defined based on a broad and 
varied actor base. The governing of the Baltic Sea needs to accept normative reasoning. This 
entails adaptive governing that combine technical actions with interactive and participatory 
governance styles to enable a functional governance of the Baltic Sea. This offers improved 
provisions for integrating multilayered knowledge, by joining expert, lay and indigenous 
actors into the development of policy. This enhances the conditions for an informed 
























Svenskt abstrakt    
Denna avhandling analyserar konceptet governance. Governance används för att beskriva, 
förstå och förklara utvecklingstendenser i styrningen av ofta komplexa och svårlösta problem. 
Governance innefattar en förändring i sättet att hantera problem, genom att framhäva behovet 
av ett nödvändigt, integrerat samspel mellan statliga och icke-statliga aktörer för att öka den 
offentliga politikens förmåga. Governance förändrar statens roll genom att reformera de 
hierarkiska principerna för styrning. Governance skapar förändringar i styrningssystem 
genom interaktion och samarbete. Den normativa uppfattningen om governance är att den 
förbättrar den offentliga politikens kapacitet att utveckla alternativa lösningar för en innovativ 
styrning av svårhanterliga problem.  
Studiet av governance innefattar forskningen i komplex och interaktiv samhällsstyrning. 
Utformande av innovativ styrning förelägger en integration av ett flertal aktörer i utvecklingen 
av program, strategier och policy. I en interaktiv samhällsstyrning omformuleras statens 
position. Den formella hierarkiska styrningen förenas med informell och flernivå styrning 
genom olika nätverk. Dessa nätverk ansluter offentliga aktörer statliga, aktiva på olika nivåer, 
med icke-statliga aktörer såsom representanter från medborgar- och företagsorganisationer. 
Nätverk agerar efter institutionella egenintressen och olikartade socio-politiska preferenser, 
vilket resulterar i att nätverken oftast har en egen problemförståelse och föreställning om vissa 
åtgärders lämplighet. En funktionell interaktiv samhällsstyrning förutsätter att utvecklandet 
av innovativa lösningar är ett resultat av ett koordinerat samspel där olika nätverksaktörers 
intressen och preferenser beaktas och integreras. Detta är förutsättningen för en informerad 
problemförståelse som reflekterar komplexiteten i samtida samhällsproblem.  
Denna avhandling beskriver och analyserar governance system utvecklade för att hantera 
svårlösta och konfliktfyllda miljöproblem. Forskningsintresset för denna avhandlingen är 
fastställd av det fler-nivå system som kännetecknar Östersjöområdet. Östersjöområdet är ett 
relevant forskingområde för att studera governance, speciellt med tanke på att området sedan 
1950-talet fungerat som ett laboratorium i utvecklingen av alternativa och nya styrsystem. 
Fokus för forskningen är miljöstyrningen av Östersjön. I Östersjöområdet är detta synonymt 
med autonoma nätverks försök att utveckla åtgärder som avser bemöta de miljöutmaningar 
som präglar Östersjön. Det nätverksbaserade governance systemets främsta uppgift är att 
hantera fler-nivå styrningen av en utbredd eutrofiering, kemisk förorening och ett rovfiske 
som utgör grundorsaken till de utmaningar som hotar Östersjöns ekosystem.  
Denna avhandling undersöker hur det nätverksbaserade governance systemet fungerar i 
praktiken och summerar de viktigaste faktorerna som beskriver den konkreta styrningen av 
Östersjön. Avhandling påvisar att det nuvarande styrningssystemet är inte förenlig med 
normativ logik. Modern miljörelaterad governance förespråkar en interaktiv styrning genom 
ett inkluderande aktör arrangemang för att uppnå en holistisk förståelse av de underliggande 
strukturerna och de särdrag som definierar komplexa utmaningar. Den hierarkiskt betingade 
nätverksstyrningen misslyckas med att omvandla och omstrukturera styrningen av Östersjön 
för att bemöta svårlösta och konfliktfyllda ekosystem utmaningar. Miljöproblem associerade 
med ekosystem är svårlösta på grund av inneboende sociala konflikter. Det finns inte en 
gemensam uppfattning om utmaningarnas verkliga omfattning på grund av olika värde 
intressen och konfliktfyllda åsikter om användningen av Östersjön. Styrningen av Östersjön 
beaktar inte de sociala dimensionerna av de miljöhot som angriper dessa ekosystem. En 
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teknisk och expert baserad styrning av Östersjön är inte förmögen att lösa de underliggande 
socio-kulturella spänningarna i området, vilket förhindrar användbarheten, effektiviteten och 
potentialen av den nuvarande styrningen.         
En framtida nätverksbaserad miljöstyrning av Östersjön bör baseras på en bred och mångsidig 
aktör bas som styrs utifrån normativ logik. Detta betyder en anpassningsbar styrning som 
integrerar tekniska procedurer med interaktiva, deltagande processer som möjliggör en 
funktionell styrning av Östersjön. Dessa erbjuder förbättrade förutsättningar att integrera 
särintressen genom att sammanföra expertkunskap med icke-statliga värdegrunder och 
intressen i utvecklingen av policy. Detta förbättrar beslutfattarnas kapacitet att genomföra en 
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The Baltic Sea is without statehood. No sovereign entity with absolute authoritative power 
governs the Baltic Sea through deliberately designed arrangements that aim to protect it from 
widespread exploitation. The governing processes of the Baltic Sea have been created in an 
intricate and incoherent context that seeks to generate alternative and experimental modes of 
governing. There is an intrinsic demand of transformative governance of the Baltic Sea. This 
demand is rooted in the difficulty of governing the Baltic Sea. BSR governance needs to link 
the socio-ecological complexities of the Baltic Sea, by creating a functional governance of 
adjacent ecosystems through reconciling the diverse political and economic preferences that 
connect actor interests, values and stakes in the region.  
This thesis is guided by two principal ambitions in relation to the governance of the Baltic Sea. 
The first ambition is guided by a societal orientation. The thesis contributes to the debate on the 
environmental governance of the Baltic Sea. It informs on the dynamics of BSR governance by 
reflecting on the direction of the operative context that ultimately defines the governing of the 
challenges of the Baltic Sea. The thesis expands the knowledge of the extent to which the 
operative BSR governance is capable to develop suitable policy responses relative to the 
ecosystem challenges of the Baltic Sea. The Baltic Sea ecosystem challenges are considered 
‘wicked problems’. They are multifaceted and contested as to their scope and the policy 
responses needed for dealing with these problems. Academic scholars generally agree that 
these require responses that look beyond hierarchical, sectorial boundaries and technical 
governance styles. Governing attempts need to veer away from technocratic and narrow 
governance approaches towards an inclusive and holistic governance style advocated by an 
Ecosystem Approach to Management (EAM). A governing approach that emphasizes the co-
production of knowledge and use of a mix of scientific, local and indigenous knowledge in the 
governance of complex challenges. An EAM approach is viewed as allowing the identifying 
of non-hierarchically defined solutions, reconciling conflicts and legitimizing policy processes 
and policymaking. This is the foundation for a functional governance of the Baltic Sea. 
To accomplish the first ambition, the second ambition is designated based on a theoretical aim 
to contribute to the research on the concept of governance. The thesis develops the concept 
from a network governance perspective, as the governance of the Baltic Sea transpires though 
explicitly established and designated networks. It adds to theory by investigating the positive 
normative premise underpinning the concept of network governance. As a concept it is viewed 
as ideally positioned to govern ‘wicked problems’, cutting across traditional hierarchical 
norms and ideas to produce innovative and feasible policy responses that match conflict-
ridden and ill-defined problems.  
This thesis contributes to the research into network governance by using the broad academic 
field that define this concept. Initially, the thesis delivers conceptual clarity by addresses the 
ambiguity of the extent to which networks are changing and framing the processes of policy 
development and policymaking. This is achieved by developing the limited knowledge of how 
network governance as a mode functions in practice, especially in a transnational setting that 
links different networks and actors through joint socio-ecological policy challenges. This thesis 
also develops the concept of network governance relative to governing socio-ecological 
challenges by responding to the academic calls for interlinking network governance with 
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social learning. Social learning enhances the ability of network governance to adhere with the 
principles of an EAM induced functional governance of socio-ecological challenges.  
A general conclusion of this thesis is that the current environmental governance of the Baltic 
Sea does not adhere to the premise that defines the concept of network governance. A 
normative logic of BSR network governance is that it conveys a governance transformation 
that is navigated and supported by an underlying change in the relational conditions of 
general policy development and policymaking. Normatively, the BSR network governance is 
regarded as linking traditional hierarchical forms of government with innovative governance 
modes through changing the structural power division relative to the formation of policy. It is 
viewed as eroding the hierarchical basis and expanding the scope of actors involved in policy 
processes, using multi-actor, multi-level collaboration and interaction procedures to design 
policy. This is viewed as augmenting problem-solving capacities for governing the Baltic Sea.   
The network governance of the Baltic Sea is generally ineffective in supporting and sustaining 
the proliferation of innovative governance modes. It fails on a general level to generate policy 
development processes associated with the normative demands prescribed to social learning 
and an EAM governance approach. BSR operational routines are defined by hierarchically 
fortified policy procedures. A BSR institutional network premise confines the operative setting 
and the conditions for policy development processes and policymaking. The governing of the 
Baltic Sea that has developed and expanded the network governance throughout decades has 
fostered a gradual institutionalization of the region. The relational composition of operative 
BSR networks are structurally related with features portraying regulated formal hierarchical 
policy networks, as oppose to the features associated with informal non-hierarchical network 
conveying innovative governing modes. The relational composition of operative BSR 
networks are not congruent with the relational principles of network governance policy 
design.  
The current network governance of the Baltic Sea follows a traditional ‘command and control’ 
paradigm. This is oftentimes prescribed to contemporary environmental governance. Policy is 
designed with the view to generate measurable results, quantified with the help of science-
based approaches. This reinforces the proliferation of expert and technical approaches in the 
governance of the Baltic Sea. The integration of actors into BSR policy procedural processes 
follow a functionalist approach. An institutionalized pretext frames the involvement of non-
governmental actors in policy design. The conditions for this involvement are to some extent 
instrumentalized for legitimizing the policy process and the role of governmental actors. The 
involvement of non-governmental actors is voluntary; not only in terms of whether actors take 
part but also in terms of also how governmental actors use the results of the process. 
A future network governance of the Baltic Sea needs to navigate the complex current network 
governance operational reality. The BSR operative setting is shaped by a Europeanisation, as 
most BSR Nation States (NS) are members of the European Union (EU). This expands an 
already complex BSR network governance operational setting. BSR policy design is modelled 
based on EU endorsed policy beliefs, proliferated with the help of best practice studies and 
benchmarking. The targeted funding of EU project funding schemes is used to foster these 
beliefs. The production of best practice studies, through project proliferation, expands the 
temporal dimension of policy development and innovation practices as well as distorts the 
timeframes of operating actors. The result is policy fragmentation, causing friction concerning 
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policy continuity, coherency and transparency. Even though BSR networks governance is 
oriented by long-term visions that target the challenges of the Baltic Sea, the actual policy 
orientation is defined by short-term projects. This weakens the viability and capacity of BSR 
policy development processes. Collectively, this impairs the ability of the BSR networks 
governance to navigate the challenges of the Baltic Sea by exploring sustained, innovative and 
inclusive governance policy alternatives advocated by EAM.  
This thesis calls for broader societal and scholarly recognition of the embedded challenges in 
governing complex socio-ecological challenges. There is a need for debate of the overarching 
beliefs and norms used to guide and incentivize policy design and innovation in a 
transnational setting that is linked by shared environmental challenges. The tools currently 
used to advance policy development are usually inclined to serve traditional technocratic, 
expert driven policy solutions. However, these cannot produce optimal solutions to all of the 
‘wicked problems’ of the Baltic Sea. The network governance of the Baltic Sea is based on 
scientific reasoning, enhancing actors to conduct informed policy decisions and actions. 
Science is invaluable, but scientific thinking needs to be integrated with tacit multi-level 
knowledge about socio-cultural settings. Policy attainment should not be limited to produce 
only hierarchically determined tangible result, as there is extensive heterogeneity in the factors 
that define the Baltic Sea ecosystem challenges. These challenges are framed and reframed in 
different ways and from different perspectives. The socio-ecological complexities of Baltic Sea 
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A lack of institutionalized legislative entities with absolute authoritative power and exclusive 
enforcement competence over the numerous operative states, local, non-governmental actors 
in the BSR have created space for a network-based governance. The BSR has a long network-
based governance history. The first network was established in the 1950s and during the 1970s, 
the number expanded, to mushroom in the 1990s as a reaction of societal changes in the region. 
The BSR governance through the formation of networks, or network governance, is 
synonymous with various actor endeavors that aim to generate policy responses that address 
the complexity of the challenges of the Baltic Sea. These challenges are well documented and 
are linked to a pollution and exploitation of the Baltic Sea. This pollution and exploitation 
result from e.g. eutrophication, overfishing and oil discharges (Gilek et al., 2016). The 
complexity of these challenges is amplified by that these constitute ‘wicked problems’, 
implying that they are ill-defined, since actors have diverging opinions as to their extent and 
scope, as well as to the responses needed for handling these challenges (Gilek et al., 2016).     
 
The proliferation of BSR network governance largely rest on a positive normative assumption. 
It is a reflection of the need to augment BSR problem-solving capacities for governing complex 
policy challenges that cross the territorial and the physical borders of NS. Network governance 
as a governance mode is encouraged by the EU and by NS (Sørensen and Torfing; 2009). The 
view of network governance is that it improves policy processes by creating adequate problem 
definitions, achieved by broad collaboration. Networks are suited to address environmental 
and pollution challenges, because these cross the boundaries of public organizations and their 
hierarchical levels (Bache and Flinders, 2002; Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; Marks and Hooghe, 
2004; Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Networks enhances problem-solving capacities because of 
their perceived ability to enable a functional base for providing cooperative, efficient and 
innovative policy responses. This originate in that networks are underpinned by informal and 
non-hierarchical collaborative structures. Network governance embodies actor efforts to 
govern challenges that transcend national borders and require cross-sectorial policy action 
(Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Bodin and Crona, 2009; Newig et al., 2010; Blanco et al., 2011).  
 
The BSR is an interesting area for studying network governance as a mode of governing. BSR 
governance is made up of informal efforts of interdependent networks, which are distributed 
across multiple scales, sectors, domains and levels of society: many of these are located outside 
the public domain. These self-governing networks have different ambitions and preferences 
relative to the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. BSR network governance is linked 
through a disjointed web that operate without a designated point of authority (Grönholm, 
2018). No center of hierarchical control or formal coordination authority guides the overall 
policy development, policy action and policy implementation in the region. BSR network 
governance has evolved and expanded throughout decades, without hierarchical and 
institutional oversight. Despite this fragmented setting, the general view and assumption is 
that BSR networks are expected to navigate this and act as problem-solving endeavors that 
generate suitable policy responses.    
 
This contextual setting provides a point of departure for my research interest. My interest is 
guided by the self-organizing features of the BSR network governance, comprising numerous 
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operative yet autonomous networks. These serve different centers of authority and include 
members with wide ranging backgrounds, operating under different conditions, 
constitutional systems and societal preconditions. The BSR is a transnational and intercultural 
polycentric affair that provides a stimulating research context concerning the extent that this 
setting supports a functional basis for the general governance of the Baltic Sea. Exploring how 
and if the key features of BSR network governance augments the policy problem-solving 
capacities relative to the challenges of the Baltic Sea is of particular interest.  
 
1.1. Research objective and question  
 
The research conducted in this thesis is designed to develop network governance theory. The 
first generation of research into network governance established and outlined the positive 
normative assumption of network governance (e.g. Sørensen and Torfing 2007). Drawing from 
the first generation of network governance research, a theoretical premise is that BSR network 
governance as a mode is positioned to govern environmental policy challenges, such as those 
associated with the Baltic Sea. This originate in the claims of benefit of network governance 
(Dedeurwaerdere, 2005; Bevir, 2010; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; Blanco et al., 2011).  
The theoretical aim of the thesis is to contribute to the second generation of research into 
network governance. The second generation acknowledge governance networks existence and 
aspire to promote the use of them by seeking to explain their formation, their functioning and 
development, the sources of their success, failure and how they can be regulated (Sørensen 
and Torfing, 2007; Lewis, 2011). However, hitherto there is limited evidence of how network 
governance functions in practice, the opportunities for different actors to influence, interact 
and the outcomes of joint decision-making (Van Bortel and Mullins, 2009). There is ambiguity 
regarding network governance’s actual ability to enable a functional governance of policy 
challenges (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). This denotes to the latent gap between the aim and 
success of network governance arrangements: the advantages of network governance do not 
accrue just because the system is explicitly networked (Thatcher, 1998; Robins et al., 2011). 
Networks may be well placed to respond to complex policy issues; however, the fact is that 
any particular network, built up from collaboration ties among actors and institutions does 
not automatically deliver intended governance outcomes (Robins et al., 2011). 
Insofar the research on the functionality of network governance has largely been absent in 
network governance research (Lewis, 2011; Robins et al., 2011). In particular, there is limited 
empirical evidence of how network governance functions in a transnational setting that 
interlink different networks and actors through shared environmental policy challenges. This 
thesis contributes to theory building by identifying and suggesting an approach how network 
governance can be developed as a governing mode in a transnational setting. This is achieved 
by evaluating the operational functionality of BSR network governance relative to whether it 
as a mode sustains the positive normative premise underpinning the theory. The evaluation 
of the functionality of BSR network governance, involving many networks and network 
modes, responds to the call for network governance researchers to broaden their academic 
focus. Researchers should move away from describing internal network actions, towards 
examining entire networks. Ideally, large-scale comparative network studies would be 
undertaken, examining many networks across a range of different forms of governance 
(Provan and Kenis, 2007).  
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From a normative perspective, the functionality of network governance refers to its ability as 
a mode of governing to deliver policy outcomes that would not be not be attainable by isolated 
and independent network action alone, or actors acting independently (Provan and Kenis, 
2007; Robins at el., 2011). Network governance emphasizes that outcomes of policy are a result 
of the interaction of many actors rather than of the action of one single actor (Klijn and 
Koppenjan, 2012). The functionality of network governance is related to its capacity to generate 
feasible policy options relative to the challenges facing networks (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). 
Multi-level network governance functionality refers to the extent to which networks and actors 
operating on different scales within various network modes are involved in policy-making 
processes and the influence they have in designing policy.  
 
This thesis contributes specifically to the research on network governance by conducting a 
theoretically informed empirical study of the environmental network governance of the Baltic 
Sea. This research design expands the understanding of the operative features that define BSR 
network governance in relation to its capacity to functionally govern the Baltic Sea. The 
rationale that motivates my research objective is the extent to which the features of the BSR 
network governance support and align with the normative demands of the governing of Baltic 
Sea ecosystems. A functional network governance of the Baltic Sea is particularly demanding, 
as environmental policy-making efforts need to consider the difficulty of managing 
ecosystems. These need to contend with policy uncertainties and admit that understanding is 
incomplete, as there is a lack of complete knowledge on suitable policy interventions and the 
effects of these interventions (Olsson et al., 2004; Kooiman et al., 2005; Folke et al., 2005; 
Brunner et al., 2005; Armitage et al., 2008).  
 
This thesis defines a functional governing of the Baltic Sea from a view that broadens the 
conventional approach to environmental governance. Traditionally, environmental 
governance has been shaped by a unilateral engineering approach (Pahl-Wostl, 2002). This 
approach has usually been categorized as a command and control, or predict and control 
paradigm (Gleick, 2003; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012). Typical features are centralized 
governance with narrow actor participation and a dominance of governmental actors, 
operating based on rigid regulations, applying large-scale technology by mainly expert 
knowledge. Policy uncertainty is quantified by probability distribution through a technical 
approach to risk management (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012). This approach has allowed 
technological advances and proved to be efficient in solving a number of challenges, such as 
wastewater treatment, addressing hygienic and pollution problems (Pahl-Wostl, 2002).  
 
However, technical solutions that are resource intensive and expensive cannot be applied to 
all challenges. Environmental challenges are complex, and an engineering approach does not 
necessary support the various social dimensions linked to these challenges (Pahl-Wostl, 2002). 
A shared view of the true nature of an environmental challenge does seldom exist. For 
example, engineers, ecologists, lawyers and farmers all have quite different views of a river 
basin. They perceive different aspects of the basin, construct a different image of how it 
functions, observe different problems, view each other differently and identify different 
solutions (Mostert et al., 2007). For instance, in the Baltic Sea the diffusion of pollution from 
agriculture contributing to eutrophication cannot be easily solved by means of technology and 
remains a controversial topic, due to conflicting interests. 
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This thesis suggests a holistic environmental governance approach relative to the governing 
of the Baltic Sea. The EAM advocates a holistic and inclusive approach (Hassler et al., 2013). 
EAM promotes a holistic environmental governance approach, the co-development and 
production of policy through the inclusion of a range of different actors. The expansion of a 
holistic approach is a reaction to the narrow actor participation enabled by the traditional 
approach. It is also a response to that the social aspect of environmental challenges has gained 
increased importance in discourses relative to a functional environmental governance (Pahl-
Wostl, 2002). The social aspect with processes of social learning offers an interesting path for 
shifting from a prediction and control to a more integrated approach vis-à-vis the governance 
of environmental challenges (Lebel et al, 2010). Processes of social learning are considered of 
major importance for a functional governance of environmental challenges (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; 
Muro and Jeffrey, 2008).  
 
The functional orientation of BSR network governance is linked to the governing mode’s 
ability to allow and support a holistic environmental governance approach relative to the 
challenges of the Baltic Sea. A holistic approach exemplifies a move towards an integrated 
approach that include the social aspects partly defining some of the Baltic Sea challenges. A 
holistic approach is supported by its latent potential to enhance problem-solving capacities of 
operating actors through broad based collaboration that aim to generate policy learning. 
Learning processes involving extensive and systematic collaboration of actors could integrate, 
synthesize and bridge the distributed expert and lay knowledge situated at different scales 
and levels in the region. This could potentially reduce uncertainty about policy goals and 
actions, which is rooted in the governance of environmental challenges (Lebel et al., 2010; 
Newig et al., 2010). 
 
This thesis views social learning as a necessity for developing functional BSR environmental 
policies. A functional BSR network governance is regarded as arising from functions of social 
learning. Accordingly, the functional orientation of BSR network governance is evaluated by 
parameters emphasized by social learning. Social learning is key in enabling and supporting 
a holistic environmental governance approach, as it provides a path for reducing conflicts, 
reconciling differences of opinion (Lebel et al, 2010) and helps to cope with policy complexity 
and uncertainty (Lee, 1993; Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Ison and Watson, 2007; Cundill et al., 2011).  
 
Social learning as an element in enabling a functional governance derives from its potential to 
improve problem-solving capacities by aggregating explicit, technological information, but 
also implicit, tacit lay knowledge. Social learning processes have the capability to transfer tacit 
and complex information, which is distributed and located across problem-solving capacities, 
networks and other affiliated actors. The exchange of novel non-quantified, non-measurable 
information supports the process of creating mutual views of environmental challenges. The 
capacity to generate feasible policy options that match the shared view of the challenges is 
related to creating favorable relational conditions for cooperation. Social learning through 
extensive and systematic cooperation may expand the opportunities for co-development of 
policy problem definitions, plans and strategies.   
The key research question of this thesis is as follows:   
 
What are the preconditions for network governance learning in the Baltic Sea region? 
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The general objective of this thesis is to improve the understanding of whether, or to what 
extent, the BSR network governance contextual setting supports the presence of learning 
related processes. The particular aim is to produce contextual knowledge for pursuing social 
learning in a BSR network governance relational setting. Collectively, the thesis generates a 
baseline for reflecting on the preconditions for BSR network governance learning, relative to 
the social learning demands for a functional network governance of the Baltic Sea. This is 
dependent upon examining the capacity of the BSR network governance to offer favorable 
relational conditions for social learning to occur. A tangled web of linkages between 
governments, public regional and local entities, as well as academia, businesses, interest 
groups and civil society actors defines the BSR network governance relational context. These 
interact and engage in the governance of the Baltic Sea though voluntary memberships in 
various networks. This thesis evaluates the bearing and the effect this complex relational 
setting has viewed from functional network governance of the Baltic Sea.    
1.2. Analytical approach  
This thesis consists of four independent, yet interconnecting peer-reviewed articles or case 
studies, which seek to advance the knowledge of the latent BSR network governance learning 
opportunities. These articles provide a basis for evaluating the preconditions for BSR network 
governance learning. The articles were conducted to determine whether the BSR contextual 
setting enables the presence of learning related processes. The evaluation captures the 
diversity and the complexity of the BSR multi-level network governance setting. The scope of 
the articles varies from a national setting, to selected networks operating in a transnational 
setting. One of the articles is tasked to survey the broader BSR multi-level network governance 
relational setting. As a whole, the articles synthesize knowledge about learning challenges and 
opportunities embedded in the BSR network governance. The articles also offer an 
examination of the conditions of the BSR network governance system’s capacity to facilitate 
suitable learning outcomes. The evaluation of the preconditions for BSR network governance 
learning is condensed and outlined in table 1. 
To enable an evaluation of the preconditions for network governance learning, the evaluation 
is guided by two overarching tasks (table 1). The first task (article 1: Grönholm, 2018: ‘A tangled 
web: the Baltic Sea region governance through networks’) is to provide an explanatory framework 
for the second task, by evaluating contextual challenges embedded in the BSR network 
governance. Article 1 provides an illustration of the general operational setting of the BSR 
network governance, as it maps the operative features of this context and examines the various 
forms of self-organizing networks in the region. It describes compares and analyses the general 
features of over 20 operative BSR networks.  
Article 1 informs the extent to which the operational self-organizing BSR network governance 
features compares with the normative assumption of network governance. Article 1 offers 
empirical insights of the assumed proficiency of BSR network governance. The functionality 
of the BSR network governance is assessed based on the capacity of the operational setting to 
instigate and support extensive and systematic relational conditions. Favorable relational 
conditions are key for learning processes, as cooperation and interaction within and across 
various forms of networks is a preset necessity and premise for learning to occur. Essentially, 
article 1 provides a contextual BSR relational overview and an understanding of the 
underlying capacity of the BSR network governance to enable and foster learning.  
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The second task is to perform a three-step examination of the preconditions for network based 
learning relative to particular BSR governance levels and scales through three case studies; 
article 2, (Grönholm, 2009: ‘Governing national parks in Finland – the illusion of public involvement’), 
article 3, (Hassler, Boström and Grönholm 2013: ‘Towards an Ecosystem Approach to Management in 
Regional Marine Governance? The Baltic Sea Context’) and article 4 (Grönholm and Jetoo, 2019: 
‘Fostering a functional governance of the Baltic Sea region: Network governance of the EUSBSR’). 
These case studies are chosen with the purpose to examine the general conditions for learning 
both in a national guided network and in and across transnational networks. Moreover, the 
case studies provide information on the learning challenges present at different levels and 
scales of the BSR multi-level network governance setting.   
 
The examination of the preconditions for network learning relative to BSR governance levels 
and scales is guided by environmental governance theories. Each of the three case studies is 
analyzed based on guidelines set by specific environmental governance theories (table 1). 
These are linked by their attempt to, both explicitly and implicitly, evaluate the underlying 
relational conditions of typical BSR network settings. The three case studies offer a basis for 
evaluating the inclination of different network settings to support the presence of learning 
related processes relative to the BSR multi-level network governance.  
 
Article 2 is a case study of a national environmental network in the Baltic Sea vicinity. The 
network, comprising of national and local level actors, is assigned to govern a contested 
protection of the Archipelago national park, stretching across the Archipelago Sea, which is a 
part of the Baltic Sea, between the Gulf of Bothnia, the Gulf of Finland and the Sea of Åland, 
in Finnish territorial waters. This network has pursued an instrumentalist approach relative 
to the governing of the national park but has an ambition to integrate a participatory approach 
to management. Article 2 illustrates an attempt of a national network to introduce 
participatory governance to mitigate disputes and to improve the governance of the national 
park. It offers an account of national level efforts and procedures to enable and support 
national agency and local actor interaction.  
 
Article 3 is a case study of the BSR marine environmental governance. It offers a view of BSR 
challenges and opportunities in the development of EAM-based marine governance. It 
provides an analysis of the fit between EAM ambition goals and network realities. The article 
examines the extent to which preconditions for applying EAM exist in the BSR. It evaluates 
whether BSR networks and their action programs are focused on changes towards a holistic 
approach to governing. The article expands the knowledge of BSR marine environmental 
governance compatibility and readiness for a mode of governing that operates as a continued 
learning process. Two BSR transnational networks are the subject of interest in article 3. The 
first network is the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES). The ICES 
provide scientific advice on the governing of oceans and their ecosystems and is key for 
understanding the area of fishing in the Baltic Sea, as it makes recommendations to the 
European Commission (EC) regarding quotas for different species. Fishery governance is 
under the exclusive competence of EU and binding directives exist regarding its management. 
The second point of interest is the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) of the Helsinki Commission 
(HELCOM). The BSAP is the action program of HELCOM and is designed with an EAM 
approach as its core philosophy, to improve the capacity to deal with the environmental 
challenges of the Baltic Sea.   
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Table 1. A functional BSR network governance – an analytical overview    
The operational functionality of Baltic Sea region network governance 
- a contextual overview  
Article 1:  
A tangled web: Baltic Sea region  
governance through networks  
Advances the knowledge on the operational functionality of BSR network governance relative to the 
normative expectations of the environmental governance of Baltic Sea. Provides an elementary 
understanding of the underlying capacity of the BSR network governance to foster learning 
Preconditions for Baltic Sea region network governance learning  
- a general surveying relative to governance levels and scales  
Article 2:  
 Governing national parks in 
Finland – the illusion of public 
involvement  
Article 3:  
Towards an ecosystem 
approach to management in 
regional marine governance, 
the Baltic Sea context   
Article 4:  
Fostering a functional 
governance of the Baltic Sea 
region: A theoretical case study 
of the network governance of 
the EUSBSR  
Evaluates the preconditions for 
public participation in an 
institutionally guided policy 
network, tasked with governing 
natural resource systems 
 
Analyzed through a  
participatory governance and 
adaptive co-management lens  
Evaluates the extent to which 
preconditions for applying an 
Ecosystem Approach to 




Analyzed through a reflexive 
governance lens 
Evaluates the potential to foster 
network governance learning in 
the BSR through the EU Strategy 
for the BSR (EUSBSR) 
 
 
Analyzed through an adaptive 
governance and adaptive co-
management lens 
Surveys the preconditions for 
learning in a national policy 
network 
 
Evaluates the relational 
conditions in a hierarchical 
network, by mapping the 
interactive setting for 
institutionalized local 
participation in adaptive 
management efforts of natural 
resources   
 
The governance of contested 
natural protected areas may 
benefit from an adaptive 
management, which highlight 
collaborative multi-actor 
learning via inflow of feedback 
from local users  
 
Local actor feedback in a top-
down steered network provides 
multiple perspectives on 
environmental challenges and 
provides a channel for 
managing possible conflicts 
arising between various 
interests  
 
        
Surveys the preconditions for 
learning in transnational 
networks 
 
Evaluates the extent which two 
institutionally guided BSR 
networks and related action 
programs are geared towards a 
learning-based management  
 
Reflexive governance provides a 
framework for capturing the 
extent to which BSR marine 
governance is prepared for a 
management, which operates as 
a continuous learning process, 
in which the role of feedback 
mechanisms are accentuated 
 
Reflexive governance 
emphasizes the critical role of 
broad actor involvement and 
social feedback, providing a 
platform for social learning. 
Reflexive governance underlines 
the relevance of broad based 
monitoring as a key component 
in effective environmental 
governance  
Surveys the preconditions for 
learning across transnational 
networks 
 
Evaluates the potential of the 
EUSBSR to foster learning across 
BSR networks by mapping the 
relational and structural 
conditions in Steering Groups 
(SGs), which interconnects BSR 
networks across various policy 
areas in the region  
 
Maps the relational and 
structural conditions of SGs 
from a network governance 
learning perspective, 
interlinking networks with 
learning features emphasized in 
adaptive governance and 
adaptive co-management.  
 
Adaptive governance 
accentuates collaboration of 
actors, which fosters 
cooperation and dialogue, a 
preset necessity for multi-actor 
deliberation, i.e. open dialogue  
of different actors, a 
precondition for social learning 
An analytical framework to determine Baltic Sea region network governance functionality  
 relative to the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea   
This thesis emphasizes a holistic environmental governance approach relative to the governing of the 
Baltic Sea. The traditional unilateral engineering approach to environmental governance is expanded 
by an approach that includes the social learning dimensions linked to addressing environmental 
challenges. An analytical framework is developed to determine the functionality of BSR network 
governance relative to dealing with the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. Central to the 
analytical framework is the network governance system’s ability to provide favorable relational 
conditions for social learning to occur. The analytical framework is centered on network governance 
social learning parameters and the functionality of BSR is discussed based the content of the articles, 
which offer contextual knowledge of the BSR relational setting.  
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Article 4 focuses on the broad operational spectrum of the BSR network governance by using   
the EU Strategy for the BSR (EUSBSR) as a case study (table 1). The EUSBSR encapsulates the 
promise of network governance, to foster interaction by networks, with the view to support 
and join these to develop policy arrangements needed for governing the BSR challenges. The 
EUSBSR is the principal cooperation, information and knowledge broker in the region. It 
builds relational capacity by constructing horizontal and vertical linkages among networks 
and actors across policy levels and sectors. It links national, regional, local levels, balances 
between top-down, bottom-up, and formal and informal governance approaches. It directly 
engages almost half of the operative BSR networks, through tasks assigned to specific BSR 
networks in the Strategy and others via linked occasions, such as the EUSBSR Annual Fora.  
 
Article 4 evaluates the potential to foster network governance learning in the BSR through the 
EUSBSR. The basis of the evaluation is the latent learning potential of the EUSBSR. The 
Strategy constitutes a suitable framework for evaluating the potential of the EUSBSR to foster 
learning across BSR networks. The subjects of evaluation are the Steering Groups (SGs), which 
constitutes the EUSBSR’s collaboration and interaction platforms. These connect a number of 
BSR networks and their members across policy areas. The SGs supports the Priority Area 
Coordinators (PAC) and the Horizontal Action Leaders (HAL) in implementation activities 
and enables interaction with relevant policy actors and functions as a cooperation platform. 
The PACs and HALs leads work in policy areas assigned as a part of the Strategy. The aim of 
article 4 is to evaluate the SGs from a network governance learning perspective. Article 4 
evaluates whether the structures and key relational features of the SGs provide the required 
conditions for fostering learning across BSR network. The policy learning mechanisms utilized 
by the SGs are also subject to evaluation, in relation to the suitability and causal capacity to 
facilitate learning outcomes, deemed necessary to govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea.    
 
Altogether, the articles in this thesis show the varied operational character of BSR network 
governance. Multilayered efforts and interests guide the network governance of the Baltic Sea. 
Albeit, BSR governance comprises various network modes are most BSR networks internally 
organized based on an institutional premise (article 1). These operate under institutionalized 
and hierarchical structures and forms. This institutional base frames and outlines the 
boundaries of the BSR relational and cooperation context. The articles of this thesis reflect this 
operational reality. Article 2 offers an understanding of a national relational interaction 
context, transpiring under institutionalized structures and practices. Article 3 uses two BSR 
networks as case studies, which are internally organized around a hierarchical basis. This base 
steer the development of operational practices and programs. Article 4 outlines the wider BSR 
relational and structural conditions of networks, thereby capturing the interaction boundaries 
of the ecological challenges of the Baltic Sea. The articles in this thesis evaluates the BSR 
relational cooperation context at different levels and scales with the view to examine the 
preconditions for network-based learning in the region.  
 
The analytical framework for the examination of the content of the four articles is as follows: 
initially the theory of network governance is introduced and discussed. This is used to provide 
a basis for describing the logic of BSR network governance and to constitute a theoretical 
baseline for operationalizing BSR network governance functionality. The notion of functional 
BSR network governance is expanded in the following chapter, by defining and theorizing 
social learning relative to the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. Next, social learning 
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is conceptualized and operationalized in a BSR network governance setting. Drawing on the 
key theoretical conclusions of these chapters, an analytical framework is outlined to evaluate 
the content of the articles. The outcome of the analytical discussions of the content of the 
articles expands the scope of understanding of the underlying capacity and potential of BSR 
network governance contextual space to allow and support the presence of social learning 
processes and outcomes.  
 
The final part of the thesis reflects on the operational realm of BSR network governance. It 
compares the normative preconditions for BSR network governance learning, set by specific 
environmental theories, to the current conditions for social learning processes and outcomes 
in the region. This offers a basis for reflecting on the operational functionality of BSR network 
governance. This discussion is framed by how transnational learning and related processes in 
the BSR are influenced and shaped by features associated with network governance. How does 
the informal, flexible and self-governing feature of network governance influence the 
conditions for BSR network governance learning? What effect has this on fostering functional 
responses addressing the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea? The thesis is concluded 
through a final synthesis offering recommendations for improved BSR network governance 
learning capabilities. These may enhance the opportunities for the co-design of policy 
objectives and selection of policy options, ultimately augmenting the problem-solving 
capacities of the region.   
 
1.3. Theoretical framework  
 
This thesis utilizes a combination of theories to answer the research question. These theories 
are interlinked to create a cohesive theoretical framework. Table 2 outlines the structure of the 
theoretical framework and condenses the variety of theories and concepts applied to answer 
the research question. The mix of governance concepts, environmental governance theories 
and group learning theories all fulfil vital roles relative to capturing the essence of the BSR 
governance. This mix allows and facilitates the evaluation of the transformative BSR 
governance character. The logic of using different theories and concepts originate in the need 
to improve the understanding of the complex BSR governance, and to offer insights of the 
challenges relative to a holistic governance of the Baltic Sea. 
The concept of network governance outlines the structures of the theoretical framework. As a 
concept it is sustained by a multi-disciplinary research field that connects political studies with 
sociological and organizational studies (Sørensen and Torfing; 2007; Lewis, 2011). In this 
thesis, network governance is the pivot for linking the mix of theories and concepts, with the 
view to operationalize and analyze the functionality of BSR network governance. The first part 
of the theoretical framework discusses the proliferation of network governance, with linkages 
to policy network theory and network theory. This part offers a foundation and a point of 
departure for reflecting upon the normative expectations of BSR network governance as 
enabling functional governance of the Baltic Sea. An operationalization of the functionality of 
BSR network governance regarding the Baltic Sea is presented in chapter three and 
contextually discussed in chapter four.  
The second part of the theoretical framework, elaborated upon in chapters five and six, links 
network governance with the concept of learning. The concept of learning as a key element in 
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dealing with environmental challenge is underlined by environmental governance theories.   
The scope of the analysis of suitable learning traits, processes and outcomes is guided by a 
subset of theories, namely adaptive governance, adaptive co-management, participatory 
governance and reflexive governance. Generally, these advocate a governance of ecological 
challenges by featuring collaboration of actors and draw upon ideas related to group learning 
(Armitage et al., 2008). These collaborative environmental governance theories inform on 
adequate learning conditions by which the BSR network governance need to adhere in order 
to cope with the normative demands of governing the Baltic Sea. 
Table 2. Overview of theoretical framework  
 
The third part of the theoretical framework expands the operational understanding of the BSR 
network governance capacity to develop learning processes and generate learning outcomes 
that corresponds with the demands of governing the Baltic Sea. This part condenses the key 
content of the first and second part of the theoretical framework to evaluate the preconditions 
for BSR network governance learning. Informed by social learning theory, the third part of the 
framework evaluates the structural and relational properties of BSR network governance. 
These offer an outline for assessing the processes by which social learning can be catalyzed in 
the region. A preset necessity for social learning is mechanisms that integrate a diversity of 
actors into collaborative learning processes. This last part advances the knowledge of BSR 
network learning mechanisms. It reflects on the capacity, suitability and potential of these to 
facilitate and catalyze social learning within and across BSR networks.  
1.4. Research contribution  
The thesis contributes to develop network governance theory in two ways. First (I), it provides 
general conceptual clarity by illustrating the evolvement and the broadening of the functions of 
networks relative to the role of state interests and viewed responsibilities in a transnational 
context. Network governance as a concept condenses the evolving nature of state-society 
relations, emphasizing the shifting relational role and function of governments relative to 
policy development and attainment of desired policy goals.  
As a concept network governance, rests on a recognition that policy is the result of processes 
that are not fully controlled by governments but occur via collaborative forms of governing 
that involve networks and actors from different domains (Lewis, 2011). The BSR embodies the 
Network governance concept  
Interlinkages to: 
Policy network theory
Network theory  
Network governance      
theory 




Learning theories; group 









transitional shift of co-producing policy through expansive collaboration. The dynamics of 
BSR network governance are framed by the changing nature for transnational policymaking, 
the successive expanding functions and roles of networks relative to the role of governments. 
This thesis advances the knowledge of the impacts and the consequences of this change in 
relation to the normative expectations and views that sustains the concept of network 
governance.  
This thesis adds to theory development by providing conceptual clarity through the process 
by which policy is developed in transnational multi-level network governance and the wide-
ranging function networks have in these policy processes, as well as the broader consequences 
of this from a policy perspective. The evolving conditions for policy processes, which 
interlinks traditional forms of government with innovative governance modes designed to 
govern ecological challenges, underline the role of networks. Understanding the functioning 
of networks is key, as only then can we better understand why networks produce certain 
outcomes (Provan and Kenis, 2007).  
 (I) Conceptual clarity:  
 Provides a descriptive overview of the operational functionality of multi-level 
transnational network governance.  
 Contributes towards conceptual clarity of the evolving conditions for transnational 
policy-making relative to the changing nature of state-society relations. Addresses the 
ambiguity on the extent to which networks are changing and framing the character of 
transnational state-society relations and thus policymaking. This is achieved by 
providing a synopsis of the relational conditions in various network modes relative to 
policy development and attainment of desired policy goals in a transnational setting.     
Second (II), the thesis contributes to theory building by proposing a method to evaluate the 
functionality of network governance by the means offered by social learning. This suggested 
method answers the calls for linking network governance as a concept with social learning, as 
hitherto the debate on network governance and processes of social learning has been limited. 
There have been calls for more scholarly attention regarding interlinking network governance 
and processes of social learning (Folke et al., 2005; Armitage et al., 2008; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; 
Newig et al., 2010).  
Evaluating the functionality of network governance through social learning creates an 
opportunity to develop the concept relative to governing environmental challenges. The 
premise of both network governance and social learning is that no single actor, or network, 
has all the necessary information, competence and funds to govern challenges that transcend 
sectors and national borders (Mostert et al., 2007). Therefore, actors need to collaborate. The 
basis for developing network governance is its capacity as a concept to amass novel 
information through collaborative processes of social learning. In network governance, 
amassing novel information is dependent on collaborative learning processes as knowledge of 
the challenges that is target for policy development is distributed across network actors 
(Ostrom, 1990; Olsson et al., 2004; Huppé and Creech, 2012). Moreover, this knowledge is tacit 
rather than explicit in nature (Berkes, 1999; Huppé and Creech, 2012). Collaborative learning 
processes that transfers tacit knowledge depends on dialogue among networks and actors 
(Huppé and Creech, 2012).   
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The efforts to evaluate BSR network governance with the help of social learning are twofold.  
First, as social learning is fostered through a collaborative setting, this thesis with the help of 
evaluation of the preconditions for network governance learning, offers a relational overview 
for collaborative social learning in the BSR. The thesis provides insights into the suitability and 
comparability of different BSR network modes’ structural and relational properties with social 
learning parameters. The ambition of these are not only to reflect on specific BSR network 
modes suitability to support social learning, but to add to the knowledge of the conditions of 
wider social learning in a BSR network governance system setting.  
Secondly, though the theory on social learning is able to provide a general framework for the 
structural and relational requirements of a network governance setting to support social 
learning, the theory is limited in relation to how to facilitate social learning through multi-
actor network processes (Armitage et al., 2008; Armitage et al., 2009; Reed et al., 2010; Beers et 
al., 2014; Medema et al., 2014). There is ambiguity in particular regarding transnational multi-
level network governance social learning processes. Underpinning the ambivalence relative to 
social learning processes is a lack of a general debate of the functionality of selected and 
applied mechanisms for fostering learning. The uncertainty refers to the applicability and 
suitability of these for fostering social learning outcomes, which are deemed necessary to 
tackle environmental challenges. The few scholarly efforts on this subject, Medema et al (2014) 
have reflected on the potential of virtual learning platforms (social media) as a mean to 
facilitate social learning in dealing with ecosystem challenges.  
The literature on multi-actor learning mechanisms is scarce to which mechanisms make 
collaborative learning processes useful, especially in a context of a transnational multi-level 
network governance setting, where learning across and within networks can be catalyzed. 
Also, the ability and the requirements of the network governance setting to cater and support 
learning mechanisms has received little attention, as to the required structural horizontal links 
and vertical links between networks, institutions and knowledge systems (Hahn et al., 2006; 
Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Lebel et al., 2010; Medema et al., 2014). Generally, learning in a transnational 
setting is reliant on learning approaches that interlink organizational tools, such as generic 
benchmarking and best-practice studies, to facilitate learning. However, the extent to which 
these are suitable in relation to enable network governance social learning deemed valuable 
to govern the Baltic Sea is uncertain.  
(II) Contributes towards a format for evaluating the functionality of network governance:     
 Suggests a framework for evaluating network governance as a mode, by evaluating 
social learning elements that underpin the normative orientation of the concept of 
network governance.  
 Provides clarity of the structural and relational requirements of network governance 
setting to support social learning in a transnational multi-level network governance 
system.  
 Expands the understanding of the requirements of learning mechanisms applied in a 
transnational setting by investigating their suitability, applicability and potential of 
transnational learning mechanisms in relation to fostering social learning outcomes 
that align and correspond with the normative demands of a functional governance of 
the Baltic Sea.   
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2. Methods and material  
As a concept network governance is supported by a research field that is cross-disciplinary, 
problem-driven, multi-level, comparative and stimulates interactive research (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2007). Political studies of institutions, power and decision-making are integrated with 
sociological studies of communication as well as organizational studies of learning and 
rational resource exchange. Different theoretical approaches are employed in the attempt to 
address research problems derived from studies of concrete, empirical cases of network 
governance. As a concept it is guided by theoretical ambitions, yet the research area is young 
and has not yet become sedimented into a new paradigm with its own clear-cut definitions, 
taxonomies and methods (Sørensen and Torfing, 2007).  
Proper network governance theorization is no easy task. Similar to multi-level governance, 
theory building is a hard and a continuous task (Piattoni, 2009). The reflection on multi-level 
governance, like that on network governance, inevitably analyzes all three aspects of state-
society interactions: political mobilization, policymaking and polity restructuring (Piattoni, 
2009). Thus, network governance research design is often based on retroduction rather than 
pure cases of empirical induction or theoretical deduction (Sørensen and Torfing, 2007). The 
study of collaborative modes of policymaking based on a problem-driven, retroductive 
research design inspires interaction with the analytical object. Interaction with network actors 
can help to sharpen the research questions, to provide access to hidden aspects of network 
processes and to validate the analytical conclusions on a pragmatic basis (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2007).  
The theoretical ambitions on network governance is guided by the goal to produce descriptive, 
open-ended, context-bound knowledge relevant for actors engaged in network governance 
(Torfing, 2005). Even if network governance research has a descriptive connotation, the study 
of the conditions, functioning and effects of collaborative forms of network governance carry 
explanatory ambitions, though not in the classical sense of aiming to establish deterministic 
causalities with a law-like character, or produce accurate predictions (Sørensen and Torfing, 
2007). However, the explanatory ambitions of network governance are not always clearly 
delineated and broadly reflects the novelty of the research field.  
The thesis conducts descriptive and explanatory research. The descriptive research ambitions 
are steered by the conceptual foundations of network governance. This part defines and 
clarifies the central notions that are used in network governance research and applies them in 
the description of the actual network governance of the Baltic Sea. Collaborative 
environmental governance and social learning theories guide this thesis’s explanatory 
research ambitions. The underpinnings of these theories facilitate and informs the process of 
identifying and evaluating challenges vis-à-vis the governance of the Baltic Sea  
The evaluation of the functionality of BSR network governance relative to the Baltic Sea follow 
a retroductive research design. This implies a form of logical suggestion that starts with an 
observation, and then seeks to find the simplest and most likely explanation for the 
observation (Sober, 2013). This process, unlike deductive reasoning, yields a plausible 
conclusion but does not verify it. Relevant conclusions are qualified as having a remnant of 
uncertainty or doubt, which is expressed in terms such as ‘best available’ ‘most likely’ or ‘best 
explanation’ (Sober, 2013).    
14 
 
The evaluation of the functionality of BSR network governance is problem-driven, multi-level, 
and comparative. The evaluation of the collaborative modes of BSR policymaking is based on 
interactive research focusing on empirical cases of BSR network governance. The evaluation 
of the empirical cases is guided by the research question of this thesis. The research question 
is theoretically deduced from collaborative environmental governance theories to facilitate a 
descriptive and an explanatory evaluation of the capacity of the BSR network governance to 
govern the Baltic Sea.      
The interactive research design is enabled by my over decade long active involvement in the 
BSR. My participation in BSR network governance, as a researcher in research driven projects, 
networking with numerous governance actors during many years on several occasions and 
my background as an employee of the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) Secretariat, an 
intergovernmental BSR network, has provided me with invaluable context-bound BSR 
network governance knowledge and insight. This has shaped my interest for BSR network 
governance, in terms of how the complexity that defines the operational reality coincide and 
align with the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. My background as a BSR project 
researcher and a CBSS project manager has provided an impetus to reflect on the perceived 
capacity of the BSR network governance to govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea. My 
involvement in the BSR governance enables me to offer a general understanding of the 
operational intricacy of the region, which ultimately delineates the contemporary dynamics of 
network governance of the Baltic Sea.  
The method for conducting the research in this thesis is designed to permit a reliable and valid 
approach of evaluating the functionality of BSR network governance relative to the Baltic Sea. 
Generally, network governance theory is established via theoretically informed empirical 
examination of network-based policy processes and policy outcomes (Torfing, 2005). 
Normatively these processes and outcomes represent results of institutionally conditioned 
interactions between network actors, form and character of networks and the external 
conditions for network governance, including the socio-economic conditions and the co-
existence of different modes of regulation (Torfing, 2005). 
The research in this thesis is conducted on different governance levels and in diverse network 
settings, contributing to portray a representative evaluation of the functionality of the BSR 
network governance. The focus of the research is the institutionally conditioned interactions 
within and across BSR network, whilst considering the form of networks. The research 
conclusions are contextualized to reflect the broader external operative conditions outlining 
the network governance of the Baltic Sea. However, the research does not explicitly include 
the different modes of regulation that regulate network actor ambitions and activities in the 
region.  
The research is based on the content of articles published in peer-reviewed publications. All 
four articles are based on empirical work, highlighting results over a period of ten years (table 
3). The articles outline the variety of BSR networks that are involved in multi-level network 
governance policy processes. The articles offer the possibility to carry out an evaluation of the 
governance functionality of the Baltic Sea. All articles are based on a descriptive ambition, with 
the view to offer explanatory conclusions reflective of particular features and contexts that 
define the broader multi-level BSR operative setting.        
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A quantitative approach is used to condense and subtract the content of the articles. The basis 
of this generalization is quantification of the empirical content of the articles by employing a 
Likert scale measurement table. The empirical content is subtracted and compared to social 
learning parameters through a five level Likert scale (table 10). The interactive research design 
facilitates the usage of a quantification approach to generalize findings. Interactive research 
underlines the role of the researcher to generate conclusions on a rational and pragmatic basis. 
The summarization of the empirical content of the articles through a quantitative approach 
clarifies and elucidates the key contextually derived knowledge, as to whether BSR network 
governance has the capacity to enable a functional governance of Baltic Sea.     
2.1. Article methods and material  
A mixed methods approach is used to conduct the research in the articles, with much of the 
work orientated towards qualitative empirical methods. The articles use qualitative research 
methods, which are designed to seek to understand phenomena in context-specific settings 
(Golafshani, 2003). Three out of four articles are based on qualitative data collection methods, 
derived from both primary and secondary sources. The primary research data is collected with 
the help of semi-structured interviews with experts, focus groups and workshops (article 3), 
while a substantial review of written sources spanning several scholarly disciplines are used 
as secondary sources (primarily article 1 and 4). The review of the written sources is guided 
by discourse analysis, which assists in identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within 
data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The discourse analysis of the secondary data sources is 
navigated by the concept of network governance, collaborative environmental governance 
theories and by social learning theory. 
Article 1 uses a qualitative method to collect and evaluate data. A significant volume of 
documentary sources, including policy network, network and network governance theory are 
used as a theoretical basis to guide the evaluation. The evaluation is based on discourse 
analysis, analytically mapping available online information of operative BSR networks. The 
evaluation maps feature of networks by methodically categorizing their internal operative 
mode and basis, the structure of their membership base and their scope of interest relative to 
the challenges of the Baltic Sea. The evaluation includes official documents that regulate the 
function of BSR networks, e.g. resolutions, statues or terms of references. In addition, other 
relevant documents are used, network strategies, action plans, budgets, meeting minutes and 
newsletters. The evaluation includes 24 BSR transnational networks active in the public 
domain on various governance levels, categorized based on prevailing BSR network modes, 
serving to illustrate the emerging features of the network governance of the region.  
Article 2 uses a quantitative approach as a method to amass primary research data. The data 
is collected based on a structured survey with defined questions and response alternatives, 
along with open-ended responses. The data was collected in conjunction with a comparative 
research project (Coastal Sustainability as a Challenge) aiming to expand the understanding 
of actor cooperation in four national parks and biosphere reserves situated in the coastal areas 
of the Baltic Sea. The evaluation is based on quantifying survey data of the Finnish case study. 
The survey population included actors influenced by the governance activities and plans of 
the Archipelago national park. The survey population was grouped into local permanent 
inhabitants and local nature tourism entrepreneurs.  
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Article 3 uses a qualitative method to collect and evaluate both primary and secondary data. 
There are two sources for the data collection. The first source is data amassed in the research 
project, Risk Governance of the Baltic Sea (RISKGOV). RISKGOV analyzed the most significant 
threats (eutrophication, overfishing, biological invasions, chemical pollution, oil spills) relative 
to the ecologic integrity of the Baltic Sea. The governance of these threats is the key source for 
the inbuilt policy complexity associated with the environmental governance of the Baltic Sea. 
The analysis in the RISKGOV-project was carried out with the help of discourse and text 
analysis, sectorial expert interviews and participant observations in roundtable discussions. 
The primary data originates from expert interviews and roundtable discussions that facilitated 
the mapping of the governance structures and the conditions for collaboration vis-à-vis these 
challenges. The second source of data for article 3 are HELCOM and ICES text documents. The 
discourse analysis of relevant documents is steered by scholarly findings emerging from 
collaborative environmental theories, in particular adaptive and reflexive governance.     
Article 4 is based on a qualitative research method that uses discourse analysis to aggregate 
and subtract data from secondary data resources. The discourse analysis encompasses a broad 
review of scholarly discipline literature and a multitude of relevant EUSBSR reports, including 
proposals and action plans commissioned by the EC, the EU and EU members. In addition, 
online information of EUSBSR actors, including PACs and HALs documentation related to the 
SGs, and official strategical documents that outline the purpose and function of the various 
SGs as well as available meeting minutes are included in the discourse analysis.   
Table 3. Empirical data – an overview  
Article 1  Article 2 Article 3 Article 4  
A tangled web: the Baltic 
Sea region governance 
through networks  
 
Evaluation based on 
secondary data 
sources. The basis of 
the evaluation is 
available online 





determine the base 
and function of 
networks: terms of 
references, resolutions 
and Statues. 
 Also, other relevant 
documents are used, 
e.g. network strategies, 
action plans, network 
budgets, network 
meeting minutes and 
newsletters.      
Governing national 
parks in Finland – the 
illusion of public 
involvement  
 
Evaluation based on 
primary data. The 




alternatives and of 
questions with open 
answers. 
The survey population 
included affiliated 
actors, affected by the 
governance of the 
national park. The 
survey population was 
grouped into local 
permanent inhabitants 
and local nature 
tourism entrepreneurs.    
Towards an ecosystem 
approach to management 
in regional marine 
governance, the Baltic 
Sea context  
The evaluation is 
based on the usage of 
primary and 
secondary data. 
Evaluation based on 
the findings of text 
analysis of expert 
interviews and 
participant 
observations in three 
expert roundtable 
discussions.    
Also, secondary 
document sources 
linked to the case 
studies was utilized. 
These include relevant 
HELCOM and ICES 
documents and the 
text analyses of these 
available secondary 
sources. 
Fostering a functional 
governance of the Baltic 
Sea region: A theoretical 
case study of the network 
governance of the 
EUSBSR  
The evaluation is 
based on secondary 
data. The evaluation is 
based on various 
official EUSBSR 
reports, proposals and 
action plans 
commissioned by the 
EU and EU member 
states and the 
European 
Commission. 
In addition, the 
evaluation is also 
based on information 
derived from the 
EUSBSR webpage and 
in particular the PACs 
and HALs 
documentation related 
to the SGs. These 
include strategical 
protocols and meeting 
minutes      
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A separate analytical framework is constructed through theoretical deduction to navigate the 
discourse analysis. The analytical framework incorporates the multi-disciplinary theoretical 
literature that underpin the concept of network governance and provides a basis for the 
evaluation of the EUSBSR. The framework informs the identification and the evaluation of 
repeated patterns of meaning within the broad field of data used to evaluate the EUSBSR. The 
purpose of the EUSBSR evaluation is to use the strategy as case study that allows for context 
specific knowledge for advancing theory development. This is attained by social learning 
theory reasoning. Thus, the evaluation of EUSBSR is guided by the normative components of 
























3. Emergence of network governance    
The emergence of the concept of governance is a response to the changing nature of state-
society relations. Governance as a concept is supported by a variety of different connotations. 
At the core of these is the limitation of governmental power and emphasis on the process of 
governing and related relational conditions by which policy is pursued, instead of the 
structure of government (Klijn, 2008). Governance entails a transformation of the state, a ‘state-
organized unburdening of the state’, rather than its demise (Börzel, 2011 p. 53). The role of 
governments is changing, governments are dependent on societal actors to achieve policy 
goals because of the increasing complexity of the challenges governments face (Klijn, 2008).  
Governance denotes to a shift in governmental procedures, from asserting structural centric 
power in relation to policy processes, towards accentuating the actual process through which 
policy outcomes are achieved (Klijn, 2008). Central to this view is the relational interaction 
changes and the effect of these changes. These reflect the normative demands of governance 
outcomes that are expected to enhance the problem-solving capacity required to functionally 
govern complex policy challenges. Governance catalyzes the transformation of the role of the 
state and its relations with societal actors. The relational conditions for policy development, 
decision-making, policy implementation and coordination are not solely bound by hierarchal 
functions, but relies on non-hierarchical, multi-level collaborative structures and measures 
(Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Olsson et al., 2004).  
The governance of the Baltic Sea is a symbol of transformative and experimental governing 
processes. The governance has evolved through decades in a transnational setting, alongside 
the rising societal demands to govern the shared BSR environmental challenges. The BSR 
transnational context has delimited NS’ assertive operational power. This originates in the 
changing relational conditions of BSR policymaking. The procedures that set the boundaries 
for BSR transnational policymaking are formed based on long enduring attempts to join forces 
in integrating and pooling policy efforts that target the challenges of the region. These attempts 
begun with the establishment of the Nordic Council (NC) in the 1950s, an inter-parliamentary 
network, driving Nordic policy cooperation in the region. The 1990s represent a key moment 
in defining the current BSR network governance. Historical societal changes, primarily the end 
of the Cold War, accelerated the attempts by subset of actors to join forces through various 
networks to advance their policy interest relative to the region. This expanded the scope of 
actors entering the policy-frame, escalating the diversity of policy interest and expediting the 
transformation of the role of NS and their relations with other societal actors.  
BSR network governance and the relational conditions that frame BSR transnational 
policymaking have their origins in EU formed governance. In the 1990s scholars of European 
politics discovered network governance in their attempts to capture and describe the nature 
of EU shaped governance comprising of multi-level, non-hierarchical and regulatory 
institutions interlinking a hybrid mix of state and non-state actors (Hix, 1998; Börzel, 2011). 
Network governance as a mode is encouraged by EU and by NS, as it is viewed as key to a 
proactive governance that enhances problem-solving capacity (Sørensen and Torfing 2009). 
Network governance as a mode of governing rests on a positive normative assumption. It is a 
reflection of the underlying need to augment problem-solving capacity for governing complex 
policy challenges that cross the territorial and the physical borders of NS.  
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However, network governance as a mode expands the complexity that underpin it. Network 
governance signify a move towards plural modes of governing (Blanco et al., 2011). As a mode, 
it is not bound by hierarchical norms, but operates through an informal and flexible approach 
(Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Bodin and Crona, 2009; Newig et al., 2010). Network governance 
promotes unilateral policy efforts that are not subordinated by hierarchical intervention 
enforcing compliance and coherence. It rests on a recognition that policy is the result of 
governing processes that are not controlled by governments (Lewis, 2011). It portrays 
contemporary government-society relations in multi-level actor settings, where actors are 
interlinked by policy challenges. Network governance enables policymaking through a web 
of relations between government, business and civil society actors (Klijn, 2008). These 
constitute the basis for processes of informing complex decision-making. However, the 
character and scope of these relations varies. The scope may be bound by the boundaries of an 
individual network, comprising the relations with public and non-public actors in a network 
(Klijn, 2008). The scope can also have a broader basis, encompassing the relations between 
groups of networks, which jointly cover a wider network governance setting, such as the BSR.  
Critical for network governance is the self-governing features of networks. The presence of 
self-governing features maintains the coherence of unilateral policy efforts by individual 
networks. Network governance as a mode lack an overarching coordination function, as 
networks often function in the absence of clearly defined constitutional, stable and routinized 
rules and norms (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Klijn, 2008). Even if network governance is viewed 
as composed of autonomous networks do not equate that networks govern themselves 
without deliberate intervention form public network actors (Klijn, 2008). Self-governing 
features are particularly important in a system setting that interlink policy undertakings across 
multitude of networks, where hierarchical influence and insight of public actors is reduced. 
The role of broker organizations is important in a multi-level setting, where governance is 
based on the interests of network members operating on different levels (Provan and Kenis, 
2007). Broker organizations relevance derive from their role of policy coordinators and 
possible relational platforms for reconciling diverging policy interests.   
The relevance of a BSR broker organization is particularly relevant. There are over 20 operative 
networks with diverging interest relative to the BSR policy sphere (article 1). The need for an 
overarching BSR policy coordinator and a relational broker is underlined by article 4. Article 
4 identifies the EUSBSR as having the potential to fulfil this task by offsetting and coordinating 
policy interlinkages emerging from the exponential number of relationships that constitute the 
relational basis of the region. The EUSBSR captures the relational boundaries of the shared 
BSR challenges, as it interlinks the distributed policy-capacities of the region.  
3.1. Network governance – the evolving conditions of policymaking  
Network governance encapsulates the changing relational conditions of policymaking, where 
traditional forms of government are interlinked with innovative governance modes. Network 
governance captures the essence of the changing conditions of policymaking through an 
evolving policy related network narrative. A distinction in the network narrative is generally 
made between Policy Networks (PN) and Governance Networks (GN) , though in the network 
literature these are often used interchangeably (Blanco et al., 2011; Lewis, 2011). While these 
two different types of networks share similarities, their purpose and interpretation differ. This 
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derives from the broader governance debate and reflects the changing nature and relational 
conditions of policymaking.  
PN are regarded as longstanding features of government, focusing on policy fields that tend 
to correspond to the departmental boundaries of national governments (Blanco et al., 2011). 
Even so, PN are exposed to transnational environments. EU shapes and effects domestic ones 
and enables a proliferation of transnational policy networks (Kriesi et al., 2006; Kaiser, 2009). 
PN are formed based on resource dependencies between different social and political actors 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). PN are grouped based on the underlying structure of their 
membership base; they operate either as a closed policy community or as an open issue 
network (Rhodes, 1990; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). Jointly, these comprise the token of 
traditional hierarchical state-society relations.  
GN are associated with innovative governance modes, aiming to provide adequate responses 
to complex, conflict-ridden and ill-defined policy challenges (Marcusson and Torfing, 2007; 
Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). GN are considered a key element in the production of efficient 
public governance, reflective of the contemporary, fragmented and multi-layered society 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). GN set the political agenda, frame and define policy challenges 
and design policy solutions that are deemed appropriate (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). The 
GN literature is inspired by the theories of PN (Kooiman, 1993; Kickert et al., 1997; Jessop, 
2000; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). However, GN constitute a distinctive form of governance, 
which separates from traditional ideas of hierarchical control of the government. The 
relationship between actors in GN are defined based on consensus seeking decision-making, 
with collectively negotiated solutions (Börzel, 1998; Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005; 
Besussi, 2006).  
GN operate based on relational non-hierarchical conditions, accepting that the exchange of 
resources is the best way to achieve common goals (Börzel, 1998; Besussi, 2006). The basis of 
the relational conditions is what Torfing (2005) call ‘reflexive rationality’, by which GN base 
their decision-making through reflexive interaction, involving ongoing negotiations between 
a plurality of actors, who aim to produce collective solutions in spite of the persistence of 
diverging interests (Scharpf, 1994). These operate based on negotiated consensus (Börzel, 1998; 
Besussi, 2006). Decision-making is not enforced by legal measures, economic incentives, nor 
by normative control (Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). This is referred to as 
‘negotiation rationality’ (Jessop, 2002; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). The relational basis in GN is 
key in relation to compliance with common decisions. Actors comply because they trust that 
other actors feel an obligation to contribute with the realization of mutual objectives (Scharpf, 
1994; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). The negotiated relationships among the plurality of 
network actors are sustained through self-constituted rules and norms (Nielsen and Pedersen, 
1988; Torfing, 2005).  
The operative understanding and definition of GN differ, depending on theoretical viewpoints 
and approaches (Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing 2005; Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). The 
basis of defining GN in the context of the BSR is governability theory and interdependency theory 
(Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). This refer broadly to that BSR GN are viewed as functional 
responses to the increasing societal complexity, dynamics and diversification that undermine 
the ability to govern society functionally through traditional methods of hierarchy 
(governability theory). GN are formed to enhance coordination, held together partly by the 
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anticipated gains from resource pooling and joint action and partly by the development of 
mutual trust that helps to overcome collective action problems (Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2005; Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). 
The activities of GN are driven by institutional condition calculations of rational actors 
(Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). BSR GN operate as inter-organizational medium for interest 
mediation between interdependent actors, each of whom has a rule and resource base of their 
own (interdependency theory). GN are formed based on strategic calculations of self-interested 
collective actors who choose to interact because of the presence of mutual resource 
dependencies makes it rational to exchange resources (Torfing and Sørensen, 2014). GN shape 
policy through negotiated consensus between interdependent actors and bring into conflict 
the traditional procedural and normative rationalities (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). 
GN adhere to an institutionalized framework of rules and norms (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; 
Torfing and Sørensen, 2014), but are bound by inbuilt operating principles of a network, 
providing them with soft, non-coercive tools to enforce these rules and norms. GN are 
characterized by different levels of institutionalization. Typically, networks that are in place 
for a longer period have more stable and explicit rules than others that have recently emerged 
(Koppenjan and Klijn, 2016). Ongoing interaction of GN actors eventually lead to the 
formulation of a framework of rules, norms, values and ideas (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). The 
institutionalized interaction in GN facilitates a self-regulated policy-making process that 
proceeds in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ (Scharpf, 1994; Hajer and Versteeg, 2005).  
Guided by the governability theory and interdependency theory, BSR GN are defined as relatively 
stable sets of interdependent, but operationally autonomous and negotiating actors, focused 
on joint problem-solving (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Provan et al., 2007; Newig et al., 2010). GN 
refer to networks of actors: politicians, administrators, interest groups, businesses, social 
movements and citizen groups involved in public governance (Torfing, 2005). Torfing (2005) 
provide a definition of GN by describing them as ‘relatively stable horizontal articulations of 
interdependent, but operationally autonomous actors who interact with one another, within a 
regulative, normative, and cognitive framework that is self-regulating within limits set by external 
forces and which contributes to the production of public purpose’ (Torfing 2005, p. 307).  
GN are usually organized horizontally (Jessop, 2000: Torfing, 2005). As a result, the relations 
between the actors are horizontal, rather than vertical. Network actors are not equal in terms 
of authority and resources (Mayntz, 1991; Torfing, 2005). Some actors are materially stronger 
and more central than others. Membership in networks is conditional: members must prove 
their stake in policy issues and their capacity to contribute resources and competencies to the 
other actors (Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). At the same time, participation is 
voluntary; members are not under the force of system of any hierarchical rule. Members of GN 
typically have limited formal accountability to policy co-production and implementation, as 
conformity to rules and procedures is purely voluntary in GN (Provan and Kenis, 2007).   
The relations of network members are viewed as result of negotiations that combine elements 
of bargaining with elements of deliberation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). Actors may bargain 
in relation to the distribution of resources to maximize their outcome. To ensure the 
production of trust and commitment amongst actors this bargaining must be embedded in a 
framework of deliberation that facilitates understanding, learning and joint action (Sørensen 
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and Torfing, 2005). The bargaining through actor negotiations takes place in a relatively 
institutionalized framework (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). The framework provides rules, 
roles and procedures; it conveys norms, values and standards; it generates concepts and 
knowledge and it produces identities and common visions (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005).  
Members of GN are to a certain extent self-regulating. They do not abide by hierarchical chains 
of command (Scharpf, 1994; Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). Rather, they aim at regulating 
policies based on its own ideas, resources and capabilities and they do so within a regulative, 
normative, cognitive and imaginary framework that is adjusted through negotiations between 
the members (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). GN contribute to the production of public purpose 
by engaging in negotiations about how to identify and solve policy problems (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2005).  
A spatial or territorial base, as opposite to policy networks, which operate based on a 
functional or policy anchor often determines GN boundaries (Blanco et al., 2011). Actors in GN 
are unified by joint identities and challenges, stemming from shared complex policy problems 
(Blanco et al., 2011). This is likely to foster mutual trust, common relationships and cooperation 
(Koppenjan, 2008). The relationships in networks are mainly based on non-hierarchical, social 
relational ties (Provan and Fish, 2007; Parker, 2007). Information, material, financial resources, 
services and social support (Provan and Fish, 2007) link members. However, social relational 
ties provide the operational basis of GN that are assumed to foster collaborative relations 
between actors from different sectors (Perri et al., 2002; Sørensen and Torfing, 2011).   
GN blurs the boundary between state and society by facilitating negotiated public co-
governance (Kooiman, 1993; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). They bring together public and 
private actors in processes of collaborative governance, cutting across the distinctions between 
global, national and local levels of governance in the creation of multi-level networks (Bache 
and Flinders, 2004; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). GN cut across political jurisdictions and 
policy areas (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). As a result, these networks 
consist usually of a polycentric, transnational and intercultural collaboration of multiple actors 
(Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Some also assume operative roles at local and national levels, or 
across different scales (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; Torfing and 
Sørensen, 2014). GN may be self-grown from below or mandated and designed from above, 
intra- or inter-organizational, open or closed, tightly knit or loosely coupled, sector-specific or 
society-wide (Provan and Kenis, 2007; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). That GN proliferate at all 
levels and settings, attest to the relevance of network governance for describing the 
contemporary forms of societal governance (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2009).   
3.2. Proliferation of network governance  
Network governance as a mode signify a fundamental transformation in governance, whereby 
a more decentered and pluralistic governing process including increased involvement of non-
state actors is coordinated through networks (Ansell, 2008; Robins et al., 2011). The evolving 
changes to the relational preconditions of policymaking and the broadening scope of policy 
challenges provide an impetus for the existence of GN. These networks are attributed as 
functional responses by actors to address complexities, enabling joint policy co-production, 
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which is not considered likely in a hierarchical setting (Provan and Kenis, 2007). GN are crucial 
in providing alternatives to hierarchies as governance mechanisms (Lewis, 2005).  
Network governance is associated with the growing complexity, dynamism and diversity of 
society (Kooiman, 1993) and the expansion of transboundary policy challenges (Christensen, 
1999; Bevir, 2010). Network governance, conveyed through the actions of GN, has its relative 
strength in relation to the growing number of ‘wicked problems’ (Sørensen and Torfing 2005). 
The proliferation of GN lies in the expectations of solving these complex and ill-defined 
problems, in the face of uncertainty, conflicting demands and objectives. These enable 
processes of collaborative pro-active problem solving that encourages mutual learning and 
fosters joint ownership to new solutions (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Torfing, 2005; Sørensen 
and Torfing, 2005). Advocates of network governance highlight the need of network-based 
decision-making to govern uncertainty, access expertise and enable citizen engagement in a 
complex society with distributed power and resources (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004).  
A view of network governance is that it might help solve environmental challenges (Clarke 
and Stewart, 1997; Dedeurwaerdere, 2005; Voß et al., 2007; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; Bevir, 
2010). This originates in the view that GN facilitates innovative, flexible and efficient 
governance responses (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; Blanco et al., 2011) in multi-level policy 
settings, characterized by an array of social and political actors, vague and incomplete problem 
definitions (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). Decision-makers praise GN ability to identify new 
problems and provide a negotiated response that is both flexible and feasible, which allow for 
adjustments to policy challenges (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2000; Torfing, 2005; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2005). Central decision-makers and political theorists view GN as legitimate and 
efficient mechanisms of governance (Torfing, 2005; Torfing and Sørensen, 2014), as oppose to 
traditional hierarchical, rigid and reactive forms of government (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). 
GN are considered as a discrete form of governance. Their relevance is built on their ability to 
uphold conflict resolutions and bases of legitimacy and to coordinate mutual collective action 
required for problem solving (Provan and Kenis, 2007).  
The acceptance of GN as enablers of functional governance responses is advanced by the 
recognition of the need to look beyond disciplinary boundaries and technical approaches and 
engage a variety of actors in solving complex transboundary challenges (Dietz et al., 2003; 
Folke et al., 2005; Bodin and Prell, 2011). These mobilize resources in situations where 
resources are dispersed between public and private actors. GN enable problem-solving 
capacity of actors with specialized tasks and limited resources, characterizing a form of public-
private interaction that is based on non-hierarchical coordination (Börzel, 1998). The efforts 
provided by GN are regarded as appropriate endeavors to govern environmental challenges, 
primarily because the problem space is congruent with their operative space. The operative 
setting of GN provide a functional opportunity to govern these challenges. They operate in 
loosely constructed policy spaces, between or alongside formal institutions and processes, 
extending across and beyond hierarchies, where spaces are overlapping and characterized by 
vague boundaries (Jachtenfuchs, 2001; Haughton et al., 2009).  
A normative view of network governance is that it is expected to provide opportunities for 
multi-level cooperation to broaden the governance base, which enables innovative governing 
responses. Responses that are viewed as helping to define complex sets of objectives that 
reflect e.g. the challenges of the Baltic Sea. GN are viewed as collaborative arrangements 
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between autonomous actors from different sectors and levels, public and private (Perri et al, 
2002; Sørensen and Torfing 2009). These produce problem definitions, visions, ideas and plans 
that are deemed relevant for their membership bases. GN inform the problem-solving capacity 
of the members comprising the network.  
Key relative to functional network governance of environmental challenges is governance 
networks ability to foster a flexible, collaborative-based governance, which integrate the 
distributed capacities for policymaking in complex settings (Filtenborg et al., 2002; Huppe et 
al., 2012). GN are viewed as informing decision-making processes by means of novel 
information, amassed through negotiated arguments and assessments. GN are instruments for 
the aggregation of information, knowledge and assessments that can foster qualified decision-
making (Torfing, 2005). Actors in GN are considered as possessing specific knowledge that is 
important for decision-making. The joint knowledge of network members represents an 
important basis for making an informed choice of a feasible option (Kooiman, 1993; Scharpf, 
1999: Torfing, 2005). The aggregation of novel knowledge that constitute the basis for policy 
innovation in relation to environmental challenges, is viewed as arising from collaboration 
among GN members. The generation of innovation is expanded through multi-actor 
collaboration, which facilitates mutual learning processes (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011).  
3.3. A functional network governance – a theoretical point of departure   
The proliferation of network governance rest on the normative acceptance as constituting a 
functional governance mode. The acceptance that sustain the functionality of network 
governance originate in the first generation of research (Sørensen and Torfing, 2007; Lewis, 
2011). The first generation established the novelty of GN, how they differ from other 
governance modes, how they enhance and contribute to a functional governance. The central 
discoveries of the first generation are described throughout this chapter and at parts 
contextualized by using the BSR as an example. The second generation of research into 
network governance aspire to promote the use of GN by seeking to explain their formation, 
their functioning and development, the sources of their success and failure (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2007; Lewis, 2011).  
This thesis evaluates the positive normative assumption of network governance. Drawing 
from the first generation of network governance research, a theoretical premise is that BSR 
network governance is in an ideal position to functionally govern the environmental stressors 
of the Baltic Sea. This originate in the claims of the benefit of network governance. However, 
there is scant evidence of how network governance functions in practice (Van Bortel and 
Mullins, 2009). There is ambiguity regarding network governance actual ability to enable a 
functional governance of policy challenges (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005).  
The theoretical aim is to identify and suggest an approach how network governance can be 
evaluated and developed as a governance mode. This is attained by evaluating the operational 
functionality of the BSR network governance relative to whether the governance mode of the 
region sustains the notion underpinning the theory. The evaluation of the functionality of BSR 
network governance is based on the transnational geographical boundaries of the region. BSR 
network governance is defined as the sum of actors engaged in the BSR, including the different 
modes of operative individual GN that have a purpose to further public governance in relation 
to the challenges of the region. This implies that the functionality of BSR network governance 
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has a broad scope, one that include over 20 GN. To narrow this scope, the thesis evaluates the 
functionality based on the BSR network governance’s capacity to respond to the 
environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea with the use of the four case studies (articles) of the 
thesis.  
A starting point in relation to a functional BSR network governance is that policy outcomes 
that target the challenges of the Baltic Sea are not an outcome of confined, narrow, incoherent 
approaches of unilateral governance networks. Functionality refers to that policy outcomes 
would not be achievable by isolated, independent action, by individual actors in GN. This does 
not suggest that a GN is not able produce functional policy outcomes on its own, as long as 
the processes are guided by inclusive, holistic approaches. This thesis is interested in 
evaluating BSR network governance functionality in terms of its joint production problem 
capacity, representing the entire system of interrelated policy-capacities operating at different 
levels. This require separate theorizing in ways that have traditionally not been present in the 
first generation of network governance literature. This thesis interlinks network governance 
with theories on collaborative environmental governance through an organizational learning 
approach.      
By utilizing this approach, the structural conditions that underpin the BSR relational 
conditions is emphasized in relation to a functional network governance. Structure in this 
sense is viewed both as outcomes of network processes and as enablers or inhibitors of 
network operation. The mere presence of structural interlinkages of a system setting does not 
enable a functional governance. Although a non-functional network governance may be a 
result of structural failings, e.g. if suitable structures are not in place, then network governance 
performance is likely to be sub-optimal (Robins et al., 2011). This suggest that while policy 
development arises from interaction between actors in networks, the structure of these 
networks shape the relational basis for co-developing policy (Lewis, 2011). The same logic 
applies to the broader BSR setting, i.e. a lack of relevant structural interlinkages within and 
across networks may prove to be detrimental to the relational basis of the region.       
The structural features of network governance are evaluated relative to their potential to foster 
relational embeddedness (Lewis, 2011; Robins et al., 2011). Relational embeddedness in a 
network governance setting is viewed as arising from patterns of relations linking networks 
and network actors. The interconnectivity of network governance through relevant structures 
may facilitate coordination of action, support the development of trust among actors, shared 
understanding of goals, actions that adequately address the intent of the governance system 
(Lewis, 2011; Robins et al., 2011).  
Relational embeddedness is pivotal in network governance, otherwise the operative context is 
more likely to be contested than cooperative relative to co-developing policy that address the 
broader intent of the governance system (Lewis, 2011; Robins et al., 2011). The contextual and 
operative setting is important for a functional network governance (Jones et al., 1997). In a 
setting of shared assumptions and values of network actors there is less dispute, more 
cooperation and agreement about goals and methods of implementation. In a system setting, 
that is fragmented disputes arise. The first generation of research on network governance often 
overlook the possible presence of conflicting elements in GN (Ansell, 2008). Early advocates 
of network governance anticipate that policy deliberation is based on actors having a common 
understanding of the problem. However, this is not the case and different views of governance 
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issues surrounding a shared resource affects the way policy is implemented (Robins et al., 
2011). This thesis acknowledges that BSR network governance actors are not united in their 
view on the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. Environmental governance is 
inherently a political process and there is a need for negotiation, deliberation and learning to 
develop and sustain power-sharing agreements (Myint, 2002).  
The concept of network governance provides the framework for evaluating the functionality 
of BSR network governance. BSR network governance functionality is judged based on its 
relative capacity to foster a useful governance of the environmental challenges of the region. 
The logic of the network governance concept that underpin the premise of BSR network 
governance is not based on governance networks means to attain problem-solving capacity 
per se. Rather they are defined based on their ability to inform centralized problem-solving 
capacities in the region. The strength of GN lie in defining a complex set of policy objectives 
that reflects the complexity of the policy problems, rather than in delivering the outputs that 
produce the desired outcomes (Kooiman, 1993; Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2009).  
The operational functionality of BSR GN is related to their ability to augment problem-solving 
capacity of decision-makers in relation to policy challenges. The task of GN is to enhance 
policy-makers capacity to make informed decisions, which are considered appropriate to 
govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea. This is dependent on GN ability to co-produce coherent 
policy outcomes, through the production of plans, strategies, ideas and visions that foster the 
development of suitable policy activities. The co-production of relevant policy outcomes is 
dependent on favorable processes that support the creation of these. Functional BSR GN are 
dependent of joint procedures and action that identifies and frames policy problems, crafts 
and selects appropriate joint policy solutions, condensed in various strategies and plans. The 
production of these is underpinned by the relational capacities of GN, the favorable conditions 
for multi-actor cooperation, expanding the exchange of ideas and fosters mutual learning. BSR 
network governance rests on the notion of bringing together actors in different networks with 
different values, experiences and ideas. The relational embeddedness of network governance 
is expected to foster the aggregation of the knowledge of these actors, spurring novel and 
creative policy development, which potentially helps to mitigate the environmental challenges 











4. Network governance and the Baltic Sea region    
4.1. Baltic Sea region as a study area  
The BSR constitutes a relevant and compelling study area for evaluating the functionality of 
network governance as mode of governance. The analysis if network governance informs and 
augments the BSR governance of policy challenges is useful, because of BSR’s long network 
governance history. The first GN was established in the 1950s and during the 1970s, the 
number of networks expanded, to mushroom in the 1990s as a reaction of societal changes. 
The expansion of the EU to the Northern Peripheries of Europe also catalyzed the formation 
of new BSR GN. The Northern Dimension Partnerships were created to extend the cooperation 
between EU and non-EU States in the broader region.  
There are over 20 transnational GN operating in the BSR (article 1). These generate public 
governance policy efforts relative to the challenges of the Baltic Sea. The BSR network 
governance is based on the territorial and sectorial interests of these GN. These BSR GN 
pursues the interests of different levels of public governance and have been established to 
expand the cooperation in the region. However, the processes and structures of this 
cooperation vary. This is a testament to the different modes of BSR network governance.  
The BSR network governance is a symbol of the changing conditions of policymaking, where 
traditional forms of government are linked with innovative governance modes. The selection 
of case studies in this thesis reflect this transformative change. The PN evaluated in article 2 is 
linked with a traditional form of government, consistent with national borders of NS. This PN 
is viewed as a feature of traditional government operative based on a top-down institutional 
premise, with rigid rules and norms and an explicit form of implementation. Transnational 
GN, evaluated by article 1 and article 3, are associated with innovative governance modes. 
These GN are self-regulating and associated with generating responses to ill-defined 
environmental policy challenges by pooling knowledge through transnational 
intergovernmental or national parliamentary cooperation.   
Altogether, the BSR is an interesting area to expand the operational understanding of network 
governance. BSR adhere to the normative operational assumption of network governance. 
This entails a mix of different networks that apply self-regulation, based on their own ideas, 
resources and interactions (Kickert et al., 1997; Milward and Provan, 2000; Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2005). A key feature of network governance is that the self-governed networks serve 
different centers of authority. Each adhere to and is regulated by a specific set of normative 
framework that may not necessary be aligned and have the same interest vis-à-vis the shared 
policy challenges. In the BSR, there is no unified or single point of policy authority. No 
supreme center of hierarchical control or formal authority guides the overall policy co-
development and coordination among actors in the region. However, the EUSBSR aspire to 
fulfil this void by acting as an overarching policy coordinator in the region (article 4). BSR 
networks serve different centers of policy authority, active on various levels. The BSR 
contextual setting is complex, fluid, jurisdictions are overlapping, lean, and flexible, they 
evolve as demand for policy change. The operative setting of BSR network governance is by 
definition a multi-actor, polycentric affair.  
Despite the fragmented BSR setting, the general view and assumption is that BSR networks 
are expected to navigate this and act as problem-solving endeavors. In particular, BSR 
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transnational GN have emerged as functional responses to address the challenges of the 
region. However, the ability of BSR network governance to enhance the region’s capacity for 
policy problem-solving rest on the operative context, institutional design and political 
struggles that regulate BSR GN form and functioning. The BSR is an intercultural transnational 
affair, where actors conceive the world in different terms. This is typical of a network 
governance setting (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Network members have wide-ranging 
backgrounds, operates under dissimilar conditions, and are linked to different constitutional 
systems and different societal premises (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005).  
The BSR through its characteristic network governance features is a valuable study area for 
evaluating the functionality of network governance as a mode of governance. The BSR offers 
an opportunity to expand the understanding of the operative features of network governance 
and related actors, which are joined in their effort to govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea.  
4.2. Operationalization of Baltic Sea region network governance functionality   
The operationalizing of BSR network governance functionality is dependent on interlinking 
the premise of network governance with relevant efforts that are deemed theoretically suitable 
to govern the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. There is a range of normative criteria 
for evaluating the operational performance of GN relative to transboundary policy challenges 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). One of these include the learning capacity of GN (Provan et al., 
2007; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). Learning by networks is perceived as improving networks 
potential to generate more responsive problem-solving (Rhodes, 1997; Koppenjan and Klijn, 
2004; Agranoff, 2007; Sørensen and Torfing, 2011).  
The significance of learning by networks is amplified in a BSR setting, because of the intrinsic 
need to augment the problem-solving capacity of decision-makers in the region. This originate 
in the difficulty of developing appropriate policy responses to the environmental degradation 
of the Baltic Sea. These responses need to contend with that policy actors lack comprehensive 
knowledge on appropriate interventions and the effect of these interventions. Here lies the 
complexity of governing transboundary environmental challenges; the uncertainty related to 
the scope of the challenge and the outcomes of governing efforts (Folke et al., 2005; Armitage 
et al., 2008; 2012). There is an inherent knowledge gap in relation to the governance of 
environmental challenges and related strategy objectives and efforts.  
The concept of learning is emphasized by collaborative environmental governance theories. 
Adaptive governance, adaptive co-management, participatory and reflexive governance 
underline the concept of learning with associated traits and processes as a key element in 
bridging the knowledge gap associated with the governance of transboundary environmental 
challenges (Ruitenbeek and Carter, 2001; Walker et al., 2002; Olsson et al., 2004; Kooiman et 
al., 2005; Folke et al., 2005; Brunner et al., 2005; Armitage et al., 2008; Newig et al., 2016). The 
concept of learning and processes leading up to it are viewed as a promising strategy to deal 
with increasing policy complexity and uncertainty in the governance of natural resources 
systems (Folke et al., 2005; Ison et al., 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010).  
Learning is also viewed as an essential component of network governance (Newig et al., 2010). 
The general hypothesis behind learning in GN is that they provide access to novel information 
by communication with other members (Newig et al., 2010). Novel information emerges 
through integrating different sources of knowledge and expertise (Grin and van de Graaf, 
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1996; Newig et al., 2010; Huppé et al., 2012). Novel information is expected to influence or 
inform the problem-solving processes (Newig et al., 2010), by spurring policy innovation and 
bridging knowledge gaps. 
In comparison to traditional hierarchical modes of government, the operational conditions of 
GN are regarded as promising endeavors for processes that support learning. GN are weakly 
institutionalized patterns of cooperation where information is processed through loose forms 
of collaboration and negotiation (Benz and Furst, 2002). These are more open to external 
stimuli and more responsive to changing circumstances (Benz and Furst, 2002). This creates a 
suitable context for innovative interaction and information exchange processes that is expected 
to stimulate learning (Benz and Furst, 2002; Rijke et al., 2012). GN potential ability to organize 
and enable processes of learning by and between policymakers and policy co-producers (Pahl-
Wostl, 2009) are viewed as fostering the collective reasoning that is necessary to take on policy-
making functions of greater complexity (Huppé et al., 2012). 
The operationalization of the functionality of BSR network governance denotes to the BSR’s 
GN collective ability to support learning. Also, these learning processes need to align and 
correspond with the normative learning obligations set by environmental governance theories. 
The operational functionality of BSR network governance is linked to the joint capacity of the 
governance mode to demonstrate supportive preconditions for learning.  
4.3. A functional Baltic Sea region network governance    
A functionalist view of BSR network governance is that it constitutes a governance endeavor 
that enhances the problem-solving capacities of the region. BSR environmental challenges are 
multifaceted and require policy responses across sectors on different levels, ranging from 
global to local policy responses. The scope of these responses reflects the evolving policy-
making landscape, which is not bound by national borders but transcend scales and levels. 
From a normative perspective, BSR GN are viewed as having the capacity to develop policy 
efforts that enable a functional governance of the Baltic Sea. This assumption derives from the 
notion of network’s potential to integrate a broad actor base in the production of policy. As 
networks operate alongside formal institutions and processes, which extend across and 
beyond hierarchies, provide them the capacity to allow actors outside of government to 
contribute their resources in the generation of novel information through the exchange of 
experiences (Huppé et al., 2012).  
The normative value of BSR GN is dependent on their alleged ability to define and develop 
policy objectives that comply with intricacy of governing the challenges of the Baltic Sea. This 
originate from the expectation of BSR networks to provide novel information, by 
communication and cooperation with network members that operate on different levels and 
settings. BSR networks are supposed to have the ability to aggregate, bridge resources and 
take advantage of that each member brings different resources to the fore (Börzel, 1998; Creech 
et al., 2008). GN are useful, as oppose to individual actors or entities that have only a limited 
view of the whole and restricted capacity to influence outcomes (Smith and Stirling, 2007). The 
normative value expectation of BSR GN is dependent on their possibility to synthesize and 
bridge the distributed knowledge capacities of their members, through the presence of 
processes that support learning.  
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A requirement of a functional BSR network governance is the system’s ability to amass novel 
information through processes of learning. In relation to this, the BSR operational setting need 
to demonstrate an openness, a flexibility and an adaptiveness to change (Lebel et al., 2010; 
Armitage et al., 2012). The network governance literature views networks as innovative, 
inclusive arrangements (Blanco et al., 2011) that include attributes that exhibit necessary 
capacity to adapt. This is reflective of the informal network governance approach, where 
cooperation is based on loose, flexible coupled patterns of negotiation and interaction. This 
improves GN basic adaptive capabilities, as adaptiveness is presumed to emerge from a 
dynamic process of learning (Folke et al., 2005).  
The premise of a functional BSR network governance is that functions of learning provide a 
base for developing a holistic environmental governance of the Baltic Sea. Learning processes 
are viewed as supporting the development of an integrated and inclusive network governance 
approach. An approach that accentuate a broad and varied governance actor participation in 
the attempts to bridge the knowledge gap and the mitigation of policy uncertainty associated 





















5. Conceptualization of learning in relation to the environmental challenges of the Baltic 
Sea     
This chapter discusses the boundaries, the scope and appropriate forms of learning relative to 
a functional BSR network governance of the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea. The 
aim is to provide a conceptualization of learning and identify suitable forms of learning with 
relevant supportive processes. This is achieved by applying normative learning frameworks 
developed by collaborative environmental governance theories. These provide a base for 
conceptualizing learning relative to the challenges of the Baltic Sea.   
Environmental governance theories are created and guided based on the notion to develop a 
practical, useful governance of natural ecosystem challenges. Environmental theories grasp 
the changing conditions of policymaking, recognizing the complexities relative to the efforts 
to govern these challenges. A preset necessity of these theories is to aspire to understand the 
basic fundaments of these challenges and in the process identify latent governance responses 
that are considered congruent with the problem space. Environmental governance theories 
define the guidelines, the frameworks and the parameters to enable a functional BSR network 
governance relative to the shared environmental challenges of the region.   
Traditionally the governance of natural ecosystem resources has been shaped by a predict and 
control paradigm, accentuating a unilateral, engineering approach (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Gleick, 
2003; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012). However, this approach does not necessary facilitate 
the various social dimensions linked to environmental challenges. Thus, the social dimension 
of these challenges has gained increased importance in discourses vis-à-vis a functional 
environmental governance (Pahl-Wostl, 2002). The social dimension with processes of social 
learning offer an interesting path for shifting from a prediction and control to a more 
integrated approach vis-à-vis the governance of environmental challenges (Lebel et al, 2010). 
Processes of social learning are considered of major importance for a functional governance of 
environmental challenges (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008).  
5.1. Learning – a multifaceted function  
A linking feature of environmental governance theories relative to a functional governance of 
environmental challenges is the concept of learning with associated traits and processes. In the 
social–ecological systems literature learning is a dominant theme (Berkes et al., 2003; Armitage 
et al., 2008). Learning is emphasized in resilience management (Walker et al., 2002), in 
interactive governance (Kooiman et al., 2005), in adaptive governance (Folke et al., 2005; 
Brunner et al., 2005), in adaptive co-management (Ruitenbeek and Carter, 2001; Olsson et al., 
2004; Armitage et al., 2008) and in participatory governance (Newig et al., 2016).  
In environmental theories learning is a normative goal and links to a perceived knowledge 
gap (Fazey et al., 2013), or incomplete knowledge that centralized knowledge arrangements 
have to cope with (Rosenschold, 2017). Learning and learning processes are viewed as key 
elements in reducing the knowledge gap, by allowing an integration of a broader governance 
base in managing environmental challenges. This approach requires a shift from conventional 
reliance on narrow bodies of knowledge, to more inclusive methods of generating knowledge 




Learning relative to environmental challenges is underpinned by three core elements: systems 
thinking, negotiation and reflection (Keen and Mahanty, 2006). A learning framework need to 
acknowledge the complex relationships and interactions that occur between and within social 
and ecological systems. Multi-actor learning processes and the interactions between people 
and their environments are complex (Keen and Mahanty, 2006). A learning approach that is 
based on system orientation require the interactions of many actors with diverse and at times 
conflicting perceptions, interests and understandings. In systems thinking monitoring and 
reflection play a key role in facilitating feedback between and within the social and ecological 
systems. These support continuous learning by providing a structured approach to developing 
hypotheses about system interactions, testing them and critically reviewing and revising 
policy actions to better accomplish policy goals (Lee, 1993). Traditional governance of 
environmental challenges regularly place priority on biological monitoring, focusing on the 
impacts of specific actions. It relies on normative deliberations, underpinning an expert driven 
technocratic practice. There are calls for social monitoring that do not exclude some types of 
knowledge from the learning process because of the values and assumptions of dominant 
actors (Keen and Mahanty, 2006). This assumes that negotiation is not only based on 
biophysical discussions but also include socio-ecological or systems-based learning. As a 
result, modes of reflection relative to the governance need to acknowledge that the amassed 
knowledge is a result of actions, beliefs, cultural and political contexts. Learning processes in 
environmental governance need to critically assess whose knowledge is being incorporated 
and how, and attempt to integrate diverse knowledges, including those of local experts and 
marginalized groups (Keen and Mahanty, 2006).  
Learning is a complex process. Learning is viewed as a multifaceted function and the processes 
leading up to learning are difficult to facilitate and assess (Allan, 2008; Lebel et al., 2010). The 
complexities involved in expanding and assisting learning and related processes are abundant 
and needs not only to consider the inherent implications of learning, as to the different 
connotations and definitions of learning. For instance, Kooiman (2003) defines learning ‘as the 
process in which information becomes knowledge’ (Kooiman, 2003, p. 33), whereas e.g. Farkas 
(1998) views learning essentially as a process of transferring information (Farkas, 1998). In 
terms of defining learning and identifying supportive processes for learning, the learning 
requirements set by environmental theories are key.  
Learning and learning processes constitute an important area for research in environmental 
governance theory approaches (Barrett et al., 2001; Armitage et al., 2012). These have diverse 
viewpoints and focal points in relation to learning as an element in addressing environmental 
challenges. Adaptive governance and adaptive co-management, referred to as collaborative 
governance endeavors, view learning as a method to reduce the governance uncertainty vis-
à-vis these challenges. These theories approach uncertainty by emphasizing collaboration of 
actors through cooperation and dialogue. They aspire to make use of extensive multi-actor 
deliberations seeking integrative and adaptive approaches to problem solving, with the view 
to make resulting policies more resilient to complex conditions (Armitage et al., 2008). The 
inherent features of complex ecosystems cause uncertainty to grow over time and therefore 
understanding of these needs to be updated and adjusted (Folke et al., 2005). Adaptive co-
management is based on a premise that knowledge of the system is always incomplete (Fazey 
et al., 2005). Adaptive co-management rely on the collaboration of a diverse set of actors 
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operating at different levels, often through networks from local users to municipalities, to 
regional and national organizations and to international entities (Folke et al., 2005).  
Adaptive co-management is an outcome of collaborative experiences in which learning and 
horizontal and vertical linking functions of governance are accentuated (Armitage et al., 2008). 
Building the capacity of individuals, networks and societies to collaboratively learn through 
change and uncertainty is fundamental to environmental governance (Lee, 1993; Bouwen and 
Taillieu, 2004; Diduck, 2004; Keen et al., 2005; Armitage et el., 2008). In adaptive co-
management, there is an explicit focus on linking collaborative efforts with systematic learning 
(Armitage et al., 2007). Learning involve the collaborative or mutual development and sharing 
of knowledge by multiple actors (Armitage et al., 2007). Collaborative efforts link groups and 
fosters knowledge creation across horizontal and vertical levels (Armitage et al., 2008; Berkes, 
2009). Collaborative governance efforts are viewed as problem-solving processes in which 
learning about social–ecological change is an essential component (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; 
Armitage et al., 2008). Learning provide a basis for the joint action required to respond to 
social–ecological feedback (Folke et al., 2003; Fazey et al., 2005; Armitage et al., 2008). 
Collaborative environmental governance literature draws upon ideas related to group 
learning (Armitage et al., 2008). Group learning is viewed as a collaborative process that 
include actions undertaken by actors set in specific socio-cultural arrangements, which are 
guided by institutions in the sense of routines, rules, and conventions (North, 1990; Healey, 
1997). Collaborative group learning refers to learning processes, which are a ‘process in which 
participants learn from each other and from each other’s learning’ (Kooiman and Jentoft, 2009, p. 
830). Central to group learning is learning traits associated with institutional learning (Diduck 
et al., 2005; Keen et al., 2005; Siebenhuner and Suplie, 2005) and social learning (Pahl-Wostl, 
2002; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Lebel et al., 2010; Scholz et al., 2014; Medema et al., 2014; Romina, 2014). 
Key in group learning traits are multi-actor collaboration arrangements and joint decision-
making, which is viewed as helping to initiate self-organized learning processes (Folke et al., 
2005). Multi-actor collaboration arrangements is viewed as pivotal in relation to facilitating 
self-organized learning processes, as trust is built through collaboration (Armitage et al., 2008), 
which in turn is viewed as a necessity to foster institutional and social learning.   
Social learning is viewed as a process that is fundamental to coping with complexity and 
uncertainty (Lee, 1993; Ison and Watson, 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2009; Cundill et al., 2011). 
Social learning is regarded as a premise for tackling environmental policy challenges, because 
it improves the adaptive capacity of the governance system (Johannessen and Hahn, 2013). 
Social learning supports participation, collective action and decision-making (Pretty, 1995; 
Daniels and Walker, 2001; Measham, 2009; Cundill et al., 2011). It provides a collaborative 
approach to problem solving (Woodhill, 2004; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008).    
The environmental governance literature refers to social learning as a collective process (Muro 
and Jeffrey, 2008). Social learning is defined as the collective action and reflection that take 
place among both individuals and groups when they work to understand the relations 
between social and ecological systems (Keen et al., 2005; Cundill et al., 2011). Social learning is 
conceptualized as a process of gradual social change in which actors critically question and 
potentially discard existing norms, values, institutions and interests to pursue actions that are 
desirable to them (Keen et al., 2005; Cundill et al., 2011).   
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Social learning is based on three key ideas (table 4). The design of social learning builds upon 
an acceptance that knowledge is dynamic and uncertain because it is formed, validated and 
adapted in the context of changing conditions (Davidson-Hunt and O’Flaherty, 2007; Mostert 
et al., 2007; Armitage et al., 2012). A preset condition for social learning is that no individual 
actor, state or non-state have the full range of knowledge required to govern environmental 
challenges successfully (Berkes, 2009; Armitage et al., 2012). Drawing from multiple sources 
of knowledge, including knowledge from scientists, policymakers and knowledge of resource 
users can lead to improved social and ecological outcomes (Forbes et al., 2006; Pohl et al., 2010; 
Armitage et al., 2012). Social learning is a necessity for contemporary environmental 
governance and the co-production of knowledge, engaging diverse actors to build holistic 
understandings of ecological challenges (Armitage et al., 2011; Armitage et al., 2012). 
Table 4. General social learning principles (derived from Mostert et al., 2007) 
Actor involvement   Based on long-term interactions   Natural resource management 
is a learning process  
All actors should be involved 
in natural resource 
management.  
Typically, no single actor has 
all the necessary information, 
legal competencies, funds and 
other resources to manage a 
natural resource. Therefore, 
actors need to collaborate. 
Social learning involves the 
integration of the different 
‘frames’ of actors. Frames 
influence how actors see 
reality. For example, engineers, 
ecologists, lawyers, 
environmentalists and farmers 
will all have quite different 
views of a river basin 
management. 
Natural resource management 
require a form of organization  
To facilitate collaboration and 
coordinate their actions in a 
sustained way, actors need to 
enter into a long-term working 
relationship.  
This can be done through 
users’ organizations (Ostrom, 
1990, Meinzen-Dick, 1997, 
Pretty and Ward, 2001), multi-
actor platforms (Leach and 
Pelkey, 2001, Warner, 2006), or 
informal policy networks (Klijn 
and Koppenjan, 2000; 2006). 
Natural resource management 
is a learning process (Holling, 
1978).  
It requires the development of 
new knowledge, attitudes, 
skills, and behaviors to deal 
with differences constructively, 
adapt to change and cope with 
uncertainty.  
Social learning can be analyzed 
as a process that take place 
within a context (Craps, 2003, 
Ridder et al., 2005, Pahl-Wostl 
et al., 2007). 
 
Social learning is an outcome of cooperation of actors (Berkes, 2009). Social learning occurs 
most efficiently through joint problem solving and reflection, with the sharing of experiences 
and ideas (Berkes, 2009). In relation to environmental challenges, social learning in and with 
social groups through long-term interaction (Argyris, 1977; Haas, 2004; Siebenhuner, 2008) is 
expected to stimulate the formation of new knowledge, shared understanding, trust and joint 
action (Lebel et al., 2010). 
Social learning spurs a functional environmental governance by:  
(I) helping to cope with informational uncertainty, which reduces the deficit in 
knowledge about future developments;  
(II) reducing normative uncertainty, i.e. uncertainty about goals and actions, through 
participatory decision processes and perceptions of acceptable risk (Newig et al., 
2005; Biermann, 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al, 2007; 2009; Lebel et al., 2010);   
(III) supporting to build consensus on criteria for monitoring and evaluation, which are the 
essential elements of adaptive governance schemes (Lebel et al., 2010);  
35 
 
(IV) assisting to reduce conflicts and identify synergies between adaptation activities of 
various actors, thus improving overall chances of success (Lebel et al., 2010);  
(V) addressing concerns of relevant actors by bringing together alternative perspectives 
and forms of knowledge, with the aim to improve the fairness of decisions and actions 
(Pahl-Wostl and Hare, 2004; Lebel et al., 2010)    
5.2. Preconditions for social learning  
The analysis of social learning and of the conditions stimulating social learning must consider 
and address the complexity and context-dependence of these processes (Scholz et al., 2014). 
Learning processes are contextual. Learning processes exist in relation to the place in which 
they occur, the experiences from which they arise and the cultures with which they are 
associated (Keen and Mahanty, 2006). Table 5 provides an overview of the conditions of 
supportive preconditions for social learning. It lists the demands for facilitating social learning 
relative to the (I) contextual governance setting and (II) the actors operating within this setting. 
These demands are derived from social learning theory to be examined not only for social 
learning, but also for functional BSR network governance.  
With regard to the contextual setting, formal and informal governance arrangements have 
different abilities to facilitate learning processes and outcomes (Armitage and Plummer, 2010; 
Lebel et al. 2010). A governance based on formal arrangements is viewed as less benign for 
social learning.  Formal governance arrangements driven by hierarchical modes, with unequal 
power relations between actors, enables a dominant coalition to impose its problem definition 
and solutions (Van Bommel et al., 2009). This constrains the space for social learning processes 
and may generate distrust and disagreement among and between actors. Social learning 
organized in formal settings, actors may feel scrutinized by their constituencies, resulting in 
limited freedom to learn from each other and develop alternative solutions (Rijke et al., 2012).    
Informal governance arrangements, conveyed through the actions of informal networks are 
considered to play a crucial role in supporting learning processes (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et 
al., 2012). Informal networks, normatively viewed as flexible in terms of membership, role and 
power of actors, provide a favorable setting for social learning that proceeds in stepwise 
fashion (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012). Informal networks support learning by allowing 
multi-actor interaction between individuals, agencies and institutions at multiple levels. These 
networks are viewed as drawing upon various knowledge systems, providing access to novel 
information and supporting multiple ways of analysis (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012).  
A contextual demand for social learning is the existence of collaboration and communication 
among and between actors. Interconnectivity is a necessity to improve the understanding of 
and ability to respond to complex social-ecological systems (Armitage et al., 2008). Social 
learning is dependent on the embedded system structures and pathways that build horizontal 
and vertical linkages among actors to improve information and communication flows (Lebel 
et al., 2010; Medema et al., 2014). A condition of social learning is interaction of actors, whereby 
knowledge and information are conveyed via information dissemination (Valente, 2005; 
Newig et al., 2010). Social learning is dependent on the linking functions of governance 
arrangements, where horizontal and vertical links are accentuated as a way to facilitate social 
learning (Armitage et al., 2008; Armitage et al., 2012).  
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The involvement of dissimilar actors in social learning is vital (Mostert et al., 2007). To facilitate 
the involvement of broad range of actors in social learning processes, the contextual setting 
needs to provide opportunities for interaction in two directions: horizontal interaction among 
actors at different scales and vertical interaction with actors at other levels (Berkes, 2009). 
Horizontal and vertical integration of governance arrangements and synthesis of knowledge 
are necessary for enabling social learning processes. The development of cross-level linkages 
of the contextual system are crucial for allowing access to information and provide benefit by 
linking agents through the use of this information (Berkes, 2009).  
Table 5. Supportive preconditions for social learning  
Demands of the contextual governance setting    Demands of governance actors     
1. An informal governance setting provides 
favorable contextual conditions for learning by 
stimulating learning processes (Benz and Furst, 
2002; Rijke et al., 2012).  
2. Interconnectivity of the embedded setting 
(Armitage et al., 2008; Armitage et al., 2012). The 
system setting need to display structures and 
pathways that build horizontal and vertical 
linking functions among system actors. The 
premise for social learning is collaboration and 
communication across actors and levels, 
whereby knowledge and information are 
transmitted among actors via information 
distribution or diffusion (Valente, 2005; Newig 
et al., 2010). 
3. The informal governance arrangements need to 
display and provide opportunities where learning 
among different governance actors at multiple levels 
can be catalyzed, e.g. informal networks (Pahl-
Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012), or multi-actor 
platforms, e.g. forums (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; 
Mostert et al., 2007; Berkes, 2009; Armitage et al., 
2012; Medema et al., 2014). 
1. Internal collaboration among actors. 
Collaboration is underpinned and linked by 
diversity and pluralism, interconnecting 
multiple type of interdependent actors (NGOs, 
farmers, government departments) (Mostert et 
al., 2007; Armitage et al., 2008; Brummel et al., 
2010). The divergence of interests is interlinked 
and recognized by mutual interdependence 
(Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Van Bommel et al., 2009).  
2. Internal communication and negotiation among 
actors. Actor communication and negotiation 
characterized by open dialogue building on 
consideration and appreciation (Pahl-Wostl, 
2002; Mostert et al., 2007). Perspectives 
exchanged and modified via broad 
communication, with the view to develop 
shared understandings and trust (Armitage et 
al., 2008).   
Multi-actor communication and negotiation can 
benefit from independent facilitation, extended 
engagement, repeated meetings or small group 
work (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Mostert et al., 
2007; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008; Brummel et al., 
2010). 
3. Transactive or negotiated internal decision-
making.   Decisions are reached through 
dialogue, with a tendency towards consensus 
building. Diverse inputs (knowledge types) 
present in decision-making. Equity and 
efficiency promoted, multiple types of 
information accepted via multiple systems of 
knowledge, e.g. local, traditional, scientific and 
expert (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Armitage et al., 2008).  
 
A key contextual criterion for social learning is the presence of opportunities and platforms 
for catalyzing social learning. Informal networks constitute platforms for catalyzing social 
learning (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rijke et al., 2012). However, social learning processes in individual 
networks may be limited by the boundaries of the membership basis and the internal network 
hierarchical orientation. A top-down driven collaborative approach is problematic as 
engagement by actors outside of hierarchical control may be short-lived (Brummel et al., 2009). 
Another option for catalyzing social learning in an informal setting is open membership multi-
actor platforms (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Armitage et al., 2012; Medema et al., 2014). These 
may hold a formal or an informal status but should offer an open platform where social 
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learning can be catalyzed among policy actors, information providers and interest groups 
(Mostert et al., 2007; Armitage et al., 2012). Multi-actor platforms represent an opportunity to 
link actors at multiple governance levels, with diverse and conflicting opinions, interests and 
understandings (Berkes, 2009). These can be reconciled in multi-actor platforms, in which 
debate and learning occur by ensuring that exchanges between groups follow some agreed 
rules of engagement and decision-making (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Medema et al., 2014). 
Processes of social learning is also reliant on the operative networks and multi-actor platforms 
to display internal learning attributes. Internal attributes that support social learning emerge 
from suitable forms of collaboration, communication, negotiation and decision-making 
(Armitage et al., 2008). Appropriate internal collaboration is associated with diversity and 
pluralism, multiple type of interdependent actors, such as NGOs, farmers and governmental 
departments. This is to ensure a diverse interest representation with multiple perspectives on 
the problem domain (Mostert et al., 2007; Armitage et al., 2008; Brummel et al., 2010). This 
diversity is key to maintain social learning. The divergence of interests needs to recognize by 
mutual interdependence (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Van Bommel et al., 2009). Social learning does not 
occur if dominant actors or technical experts impose their problem perception on the process 
(Mostert et al., 2007).  
Internal collaboration between the diversity of actors in networks is preferably based on open 
communication and negotiation, where shared understanding is expected to develop (Mostert 
et al., 2007; Armitage et al., 2008). Open communication, sustained through a transparent 
approach through extended engagements with continuous feedback, e.g. through the 
dissemination of meeting minutes furthers the legitimacy and trust of learning processes 
(Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Mostert et al., 2007; Bommel et al., 2009). Open communication is viewed 
as building deliberation and appreciation fostering exchanges of perspectives (Armitage et al., 
2008). Building a shared problem perception among a diverse set of actors is reliant on open 
negotiation, where the diversity of interests is communicated (Pahl-Wostl, 2002). In this 
communication process, there are no major obstacles, such as language and education barriers 
or travel and financial difficulties (Bommel et al., 2009). Multi-actor communication can benefit 
from independent facilitation, repeated meetings or small group work (Keen and Mahanty, 
2006; Mostert et al., 2007; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008; Brummel et al., 2010). These can contribute 
towards building trust and a learning environment and mediate diverging interests relative to 
environmental challenges (Keen and Mahanty, 2006).   
Internal decision-making processes beneficial for social learning are built on promoting joint 
equity (Pahl-Wostl, 2002). Decisions are reached through dialogue, by a tendency towards 
consensus building providing a basis for transactive decision-making (Armitage et al., 2008). 
Decision-making processes are based on diverse inputs where multiple types of knowledge, 
such as local, traditional, scientific and expert is present (Armitage et al., 2008). If internal 
decision-making is not based on equity, by excluding certain actor perspectives or problem 
definitions a decision-making bias is introduced (Hisschemöller and Hoppe, 2001; Van 
Bommel et al., 2009). This generates a mismatch between decision-makers’ and other actors’ 
problem frames and other actors are likely to feel disrespected and withhold their trust in 




6. Contextualizing and operationalizing social learning in Baltic Sea region network 
governance  
This chapter contextualizes and operationalizes social learning in BSR network governance. 
This task is guided by the norms that define social learning and the required supportive 
conditions for social learning processes presented in the previous chapter. The aim is to create 
a framework for evaluating the preconditions for social learning in a BSR network governance 
context. This framework is used to inform of the underlying capacity of the BSR to functionally 
govern the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea.     
Table 6 summarizes and outlines the conditional terms for enabling social learning in BSR 
network governance. The basis of interlinking social learning with BSR network governance 
is three stipulate learning attributes: (I) learning modes, (II) learning functions and (III) 
learning mechanisms. These BSR network governance learning attributes are viewed as 
fundamental for supporting processes of social learning. Table 6 is explained and discussed in 
a stepwise approach in this chapter. The first subchapters (6.1 and 6.2) view network 
governance from a learning perspective and reflect on different learning modes relative a 
functional governance. This refers to the scope of learning, as a part of individual GN, or as 
part of learning interlinking a plurality of GN in social learning processes. The latter is viewed 
as having the potential to enhance system wide learning, while the former is viewed as more 
specifically augmenting internal learning capacities of specific networks.  
Table 6. Outline for operationalizing social learning in a functional BSR network governance  
Purpose of  
BSR network governance learning  
To govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea by introducing a broad governance base in reducing the 
inbuilt knowledge gap in relation to the scope of issues and related strategy objectives and efforts  
Learning  
modes  
                Learning across GN - 
fostering system wide learning 
Learning in GN 
fostering internal network learning 










– best practices; 
projects    
Multi-actor learning 
platforms – joint 
development of tacit 
knowledge with actors 
from other networks  
Benchmarking  
– best practices; projects    
   
Subchapter (6.3) discusses network learning functions from a social learning perspective. This 
subchapter employs a network and policy learning theory lens to categorize various types of 
learning in networks. These are central to operationalizing network learning attributes and for 
labelling learning attributes of networks relative to social learning processes and outcomes. 
Different types of learning require specific learning functions of networks. This subchapter 
differentiates learning types and supportive learning functions for each type from a social 
learning outcome perspective. This separation is critical as each social learning outcome have 
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different possibilities to support and enhance BSR policymaking. Social learning outcomes are 
key analytical components in the evaluation of the functionality of BSR network governance.  
The final subchapter (6.4) studies the functionality of BSR learning mechanisms. Transnational 
inter-organizational learning theory underpin this evaluation. The discussions differentiate 
between network governance learning modes, network learning functions and lists for each 
network governance mode the most typical learning mechanism. Learning mechanisms are 
the basis for learning processes, as these collect and aggregate novel information, a preset 
demand for learning. The evaluation of BSR learning mechanisms focuses on their suitability 
and applicability to foster social learning outcomes viewed appropriate for a functional 
network governance of Baltic Sea. 
6.1. Network governance and learning  
Network governance is considered as a favorable contextual setting for processes of learning 
to occur (Newig et al., 2010). Network governance demonstrate necessary characteristics that 
support social learning processes, which target environmental challenges (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). 
This originates in the potential of governance networks as bridging platforms. Networks have 
the potential to bring together science and local knowledge, offer an arena for knowledge co-
production, and trust building, vertical and horizontal collaboration as well as conflict 
resolution (Berkes, 2009). This is a premise for social learning.      
Although network governance is viewed as providing supportive conditions for social 
learning, there are a number of inherent learning challenges. A general learning predicament 
relative to network governance is its limited direct capacity to foster policy learning. The scope 
of GN as learning agents are bound by their intrinsic intermediator function. A reiterating 
view of networks is that they fulfil intermediary functions (Benz, 1996). Networks 
intermediary function in transnational governance arrangements derive from their primary 
function as informing and augmenting problem-solving capacities. This is achieved by the co-
production of problem definitions and plans that are deemed relevant by the network member 
base. The intermediary functions of GN refer to that any concrete proposals or policy plans 
have to accepted and implemented in formal institutions.  
The structures of institution influence the processes in networks and network actors’ behavior 
(Benz and Furst, 2002). Members in networks are primarily committed to institutions and gain 
legitimization, competencies and resources from their institutional background (Benz and 
Furst, 2002). The institutional background makes networks vulnerable to external influences 
and may reinforce internal deficiencies of cooperation. Behavior learned in institutions impair 
the learning functions of networks. Network members adhering to bureaucratic routines may 
not be accustomed to processes that strive to enable adaptability and flexibility as a mean to 
govern environmental challenges. Besides hierarchical aspects, cultural, behavior aspects, also 
external factors, political pressure and changing demand structures may constitute obstacles 
to learning processes (Siebenhuner and Suplie, 2005).  
The institutional setting, i.e. rules, norms and structures of the network members frame and 
outline the preconditions for learning in a network. Different networks have dissimilar 
abilities and capabilities for learning. Networks intermediary function in a network 
governance context set boundaries for their role and their potential capacity to foster learning. 
Because of networks intermediary role to inform policy problem-solving capacity, networks 
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main role in learning processes should be viewed as intermediators, facilitating information 
processes and diffusing information (Benz and Furst, 2002; Parker, 2007; Newig et al., 2010). 
Because of the informal status of networks, lacking any formal authority over their members 
and towards problem solving bodies, i.e. public institutional entities who steer and develop 
policy, networks are no panacea for learning (Benz and Furst, 2002). However, network 
governance constitutes an attempt to integrate actors and their expertise to solve 
environmental challenges by giving access to novel knowledge and by supporting multiple 
ways of interpretation of this knowledge (Pahl-Wostl, 2009).  
Networks are not learning systems per se (Benz and Furst, 2002), and learning transpiring in 
networks may not improve the governance of these challenges. Even if a network facilitates 
learning processes, policy authorities who are tasked to govern environmental challenges may 
not be included. Some networks are also closed to outsiders or network membership may not 
be representative, or the legitimacy of a network dealing with an issue of public interest may 
be disputed (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Therefore, networks may have abilities to facilitate learning 
and learning processes, but have limited abilities to influence, adjust and modify policy 
instruments in order to pursue policy goals, or changes in basic policy beliefs and paradigms, 
which are deemed relevant for a functional governance.     
6.2. Modes of network governance learning   
A key learning predicament relative to network governance is the scope of learning, i.e. the 
potential range of actors involved in learning processes. In a BSR network governance context, 
the scope of learning is either a function of learning of an individual network, or a system wide 
function of a number of networks, arising from processes of learning across networks. Viewed 
from a functional BSR network governance perspective, to advance the collective problem-
solving capacity of the region, learning across networks is regarded more beneficial than 
learning in individual networks. Learning across networks is considered as having the 
capacity to foster appropriate forms of learning, by engaging and integrating many actors with 
a broad knowledge base in the network governance of the Baltic Sea. Broad actor involvement 
is a key fundament of social learning (Mostert et al., 2007). A broad actor base draws on diverse 
and multiple sources of knowledge, thereby improving the possibilities to reduce the 
knowledge gap associated with a functional governance of environmental challenges (Pohl et 
al., 2010; Armitage et al., 2012).   
A broad governance base may delimit the inherent learning deficits associated with network 
governance. The external institutional setting that frames the learning conditions of networks 
may have less adverse impact as a mode that entails learning across numerous networks, as 
opposed to internal learning within an individual network. Learning in individual networks 
is more dependent on the crucial role of certain single actor’s external institutional 
preconditions for learning (Benz and Furst, 2002). This may have detrimental effects on the 
learning capacity relative to a specific network. Nonetheless, a broad actor base may 
compromise the overall learning potential. Several network actors with different resources and 
worldviews operating based on different forms of logics may undermine the learning capacity 
of a network (Benz and Furst, 2002).  
Learning involving many actors underlines the relevance of social learning processes, both as 
a mean to connect actors from different networks and as a method to mitigate conflicts, by 
41 
 
fostering trust building and conflict resolutions (Olsson et al., 2004; 2006). Network 
governance learning that is not bound by narrow boundaries, such as a restricted membership 
base of an individual network, is beneficial for social learning outcomes (Mostert el al., 2007). 
No single network has the capacity and all the necessary knowledge to govern environmental 
challenges (Berkes, 2009; Armitage et al., 2012).    
6.3. Learning functions of network governance     
Network governance learning functions operationally categorized as the learning attributes of 
GN are operationalized in a policy-learning context. The presence of learning attributes is key, 
as these are central for GN general ability to foster learning processes. These attributes are 
identified through and reflected upon network theory and policy learning theory lenses. These 
theories provide a framework for discussing learning attributes of GN relative to social 
learning processes and outcomes.  
GN learning attributes are compared to PN learning attributes. Learning in GN bear 
similarities to policy learning (Newig et al., 2010), even if the basic relational conditions 
between GN and PN differ. This denotes to the innovative and informal relations comprising 
the operational basis of GN, compared to the hierarchical relationships sustaining policy 
networks. Still, the learning attributes of GN and PN are viewed as corresponding. The logic 
of this originates in the policy domain and the relational structural basis of networks. A 
network as an entity exists in relation to its set task of interacting in public policy processes. 
Even if the relational basis of networks may differ, the underlying nature of networks are alike; 
networks are functions of interdependent relational policy interaction.    
Network theory and policy learning theory are central to operationalizing GN learning 
attributes. Network theory and policy learning theory often emphasize similar learning traits 
(Pemberton, 2000; Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Nilsson, 2005; Howlett et al., 2015; Klijn and 
Koppenjan, 2015), even though their orientation vis-à-vis learning may differ. Pertaining to 
learning, the network theory approach is based on action theory that explains outcomes of 
learning processes based on the functional orientation of actors (Benz and Furst, 2002). 
Members of networks are motivated to learn by the promise of new opportunities, achieving 
better access to new information and profit from reduced transaction costs when collectively 
seeking new solutions to collective problems (Scheff, 1999). Contrary to network theory’s 
functional view on learning, learning in policy networks often follow a constructivist 
orientation, accepting that various perceptions of reality co-exist (Howlett et al., 2015). 
Development of policy is a political affair. For example, developing policy relative to 
environmental challenges contradictory truths may emerge, amplified by policy advocacy 
activities of experts and researchers (Hoppe, 1999; 2011).  
Policy learning resulting in policy change is a complex process, involving many actors in 
varied and dynamic processes (Sabatier, 1988, Lee and van de Meene, 2012). In the policy 
domain setting, learning refers to learning within specific policy problems (Lee and van de 
Meene, 2012). Policy learning is a ‘deliberate attempt to adjust the goals or techniques of policy in 
response to past experience or new information’ (Hall, 1993, p. 278). The policy learning process is 
complex in networks (Betsill and Bulkeley 2004), as policy learning is inherently relational, i.e. 




6.3.1. Network and policy network theory – a premise for conceptualizing social learning    
Network theory and policy network theory use traits associated with technical, institutional 
and social learning to conceptualize network attributes that foster learning (Hall, 2011; 
Howlett et al., 2015). Generally, these learning traits foster different types of learning, which 
are broadly categorized as:   
 cognitive learning: understanding of new ideas, contributing to factual knowledge;  
 conceptual learning: changes in norms, values and belief systems;  
 relational learning: understanding of worldviews of other actors, building of trust 
(Nilsson, 2005; Huitema et al., 2009; Lebel et al., 2010; Hall, 2011).  
These different learning types shape and result in dissimilar learning outcomes. Each learning 
type requires specific learning functions of networks for fostering learning. Technical and 
institutional learning, which foster cognitive learning, produce learning outcomes that are 
broadly viewed as incremental learning. This is regarded as a normal part of the policy process 
(Bennett and Howlett, 1992; Hall, 1993). Cognitive learning leads to new and improved 
knowledge but is restricted to fostering Single-Loop (SL) learning (Argyris, 1982). Cognitive 
learning is concerned with adjusting existing policy instruments in order to pursue policy 
goals (Hall, 2011). In comparison to technical and institutional learning, social learning is 
viewed as supporting cognitive and conceptual as well as relational learning (May, 1992; Hall, 
1993; Fiorino, 2001; Hall, 2011). Social learning provides possibilities to produce learning 
outcomes that not only is restricted to SL learning, but has also the potential to support 
Double-Loop (DL) learning outcomes.  
SL learning and DL learning are normative labels of the potential effect, or outcome of learning 
(Bennett and Howlett, 1992). SL and DL serve as analytical components of learning. Broadly, 
SL learning result in superficial changes with respect to policy goal achievement, while DL 
learning result in more fundamental changes in policy goals (Argyris, 1992; Busenberg, 2001; 
Grin and Loeber, 2006; Hall, 2011). DL learning is emphasized by environmental governance 
theories as an ideal form of learning to functionally govern environmental challenges. DL 
learning enables reflections on underlying goals, norms and rules and allows for a variety of 
problem perceptions and alternatives to discussed. This could permit the coexistence of 
underlying norms and values (Newig et al., 2010; Howlett et al., 2015). 
Table 7 provides an overview of network learning functions relative to social learning. Table 
7 is based on categorizing social learning based on learning types (cognitive, conceptual, 
relational) and subsequent learning attributes for each type and resulting learning outcomes.  
Cognitive learning in networks strives to increase the factual knowledge of network members. 
This refers to learning about the nature of the policy problem, pros and cons of measures 
aimed to address the problem, with the notion to adjust or modify policy instruments to 
improve the attainment of policy objectives (Howlett et al., 2015). Cognitive learning supports 
argumentation showing an increased understanding of what works from experience or formal 
evaluations (Nilsson, 2005). Dominant actors of the network need to enhance the openness of 





Table 7. Networks and learning functions – viewed from social learning types  
Learning trait  Type of learning  Learning attributes  Learning outcome  
 Social learning  
(Howlett et al., 2015; Scholz et 
al., 2014; Johannessen and Hahn, 
2012; Beers et al., 2014; Lebel et 
al., 2010; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Pahl-




(understanding of new ideas, 
contributing to factual 
knowledge) 
Learning about the nature of the 
problem, pros and cons of 
measures aimed to address the 
problem  
Concerned with adjusting or 
modifying policy instruments to 
pursue policy objectives better 
 
Network structures;   
Heterogeneity of actors, equality 
of network members,  
 
Network actor orientation 
Members can be system-
oriented, selfish-oriented, 
competitive, cooperative, risk-
friendly or risk-averse 
Network density  
Members of a network may be 
connected through direct 
linkages, or because all group 
members connect to each other 
through a third party 
 
Autonomy of actors  
Refers to an actor’s position 
inside the network refers to the 
actor’s capacity to initiate and 
find acceptance within a 
network 
 
The dynamics of networks 
Learning depends largely on 
actors’ openness to new 








 Conceptual  
(changes in norms, values and 
belief systems) 
Process in which actors align, 
share and discuss their ideas 
together, with the outcome that 
they develop new shared mental 
models, form new relationships, 
and develop the capacity to take 
collective action and manage 
their environment 
Communication structures 
Open and transparent structures 
for information diffusion, also 
may   promote the emergence of 
trust among different actors 
 
Reflexive learning mechanisms 
Regular evaluations, specific 
committees, workshops 
Shared values, norms and rules 
Facilitates the solution of actual 
problems, conflicts over 
resources, values and identities  





Relational   
(understanding of worldviews of 
other actors, building of trust) 
Fosters new relational capacities 
between actors, which is 
expected to build trust and 
improve collaboration and gain 
a novel understanding of each 




Interpersonal communication  
Shared problem perception  
Network actors learn how to 
operate thru negotiations and 
collaboration 
     
Trust  
Build trust as base for a critical 




Roles of network actors may be 
vital for social learning as 
learning conditions may be 
favorable with the presence of 
actors who emphasize the need 
for change and suggest 
alternative approaches.  




The provision of information and knowledge is key to fostering cognitive learning (Benz and 
Furst, 2002). Cognitive innovation in networks is reliant on network structures and patterns of 
interaction of network members and the abilities of networks to manage conflicts (Benz and 
Furst, 2002). A condition for cognitive innovation is a heterogeneity of network members, 
interacting with equal rights in a network structure that promotes the horizontal flow of 
information into all parts of the network. The heterogeneity of network members with 
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divergent interests is a challenge relative to the solutions of conflicts. The solution of conflicts 
is more likely in homogeneous and hierarchical networks (Benz and Furst, 2002).  
Social SL learning is supported by network structures, information flow and the adaptation of 
the same (Newig et al., 2010). Internal learning attributes that support SL learning include; 
equality of members, heterogeneity of actors, communication structures, network actor 
orientation, autonomy of network members and openness to new knowledge. In SL learning 
established roles and identities of network actors are not called into question, but remain 
mainly in their networks, reinforcing interaction of practice (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). SL learning 
excludes examination of goals, while rather involving adjustments than substantial changes 
(Lee and van de Meene, 2012). Social SL learning in a network refers to that members reflect 
on the experiences of their collective action, transfer information and knowledge individually 
gained among the actors and adapt the way to reach a goal (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). In relation to 
social learning, it is assumed that interactions in formal policy cycles are mainly restricted to 
SL learning, as policy cycle actors mainly engage in bargaining rather than open innovative 
discourse (Pahl-Wostl, 2009).  
Conceptual and relational learning differentiate from cognitive learning mainly by their ability 
to foster DL learning (table 7). Social DL learning is supported partially by informal network of 
actors with regular meetings (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). For a network to be viewed as informal 
implies that the rules of the network and how it operates is negotiable, thus analysis is open 
(Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Explicit search for advice from actors outside of the established network, 
e.g. invitation to meetings is applied (Johannessen and Hahn, 2012; Howlett et al., 2015). Rules 
are not formally prescribed; the mandate is open and the results not formally binding (Pahl-
Wostl, 2009). DL learning is difficult to achieve in long-term stable network relations, because 
the effect of social closure and group thinking is likely to hinder actors from reflecting on goals, 
norms and rules (Newig et al., 2010). Besides reflecting on the goals,  DL learning involves a 
reflection the interrelations between network members (Maurel, 2003).  
Processes of social learning that provide the necessary preconditions for DL learning contain 
elements that underpin the unity of the social context. In relational learning, there is a strong 
emphasis of building trust and understanding other viewpoints (Lebel et al., 2010).  
Interactions among and between network members are rather built on trust than on 
confrontation (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; 2009). Building trust among members is viewed as reducing 
risks and costs of interactions and collaboration. This can foster new relational capacities 
between actors, including improved collaboration and a novel understanding of each other’s 
capacities, viewpoints and roles (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008; Lebel et al, 2010). This may be used 
as a base for self-reflection, reflecting on members’ subjective opinions concerning the 
dynamics and cause-effect relationships in the system to be governed (Pahl-Wostl, 2009).  
6.3.2. Key transnational network governance social learning functions  
Learning in a transnational context is demanding and requires adaptation in many directions 
(Hassink and Lagendijk, 2001). Processes of transnational policy learning need to contend with 
a series of barriers: dissimilar societal preferences, language difficulties, lack of awareness 
among actors and lack of time for policymakers to develop an understanding of foreign 
experiences (Malik and Cunningham, 2006; Borras, 2011). Transferring transnational learning 
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into effective policies requires adaptive capacity of networks and contextual intelligence of 
policymakers (Borras, 2011).  
A further premise for transnational social learning to occur is sustained network interaction 
(Reed et al., 2010; Cundill and Rodela, 2012). The stability of networks is pivotal for sustained 
interaction. Stable networks not only underpin sustained interaction, they are also critical for 
the legitimacy of the networks. Stable networks imply that members can develop long-term 
relationships with at least some other members so that each understands other’s strengths and 
weaknesses and responds to maximize the outcome of the network (Provan and Kenis, 2007). 
Sustained interaction offers the fundament for building trust among network members 
(Edelenbos and Klijn, 2007; Provan and Kenis, 2007). Stable networks that facilitate trust 
among their members are also linked to network effectiveness (Provan and Milward, 1995; 
Provan and Kenis, 2007).  
Sustained interaction is hence a requirement for social cognitive, conceptual and relation 
learning. The mode of social interaction determines at what level learning takes place: from 
incremental improvements, through information transmission of new facts, generating SL 
learning, to reframing where assumptions are reconsidered in dialogue and exchange of 
arguments, i.e. deliberation that has the potential to result in DL learning (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; 
Lebel et al., 2010; Medema et al., 2014). Deliberation describes general processes that raise and 
collectively consider issues, increase understanding and arrive at decisions (Schusler et al., 
2003). Deliberation occurs in many formats, from public meetings to alternative dispute 
resolution techniques. Deliberation processes can empower action and acceptance, enhance 
learning and democratic practices (Forester, 1999; Schusler et al., 2003).  
Information transmission, through the interaction and communication of actors, is a baseline 
condition for social cognitive learning. It has the potential to enhance networks by combining 
network members’ different competencies and knowledge resources (Newig and Günther, 
2005; Newig et al., 2010). Deliberation is therefore a necessity for social conceptual and 
relational governance network learning. Deliberation occurs when not only knowledge but 
also norms, values and perspectives of different actors are shared. This leads to solutions that 
are creative and more broadly accepted (Newig et al., 2010). Deliberation involves exchange 
of ideas and arguments. Networks can provide opportunities for deliberation, by way of group 
interactions, or related multi-actor interfaces. Deliberation is expected to produce more 
creative ideas and solutions through intensive group interactions, compared to a situation in 
which network actors are reasoning by themselves (Newig et al., 2010).  
Transnational social learning sets demands on the structural requirements of networks. 
Networks need to demonstrate resilience. Resilience refers to the capacity of networks to retain 
their core functions in the face of change (Newig and Günther, 2005; Newig et al., 2010). A 
resilient network is more effective with regard to learning, as a sudden exit of a key member 
or resourceful member does not impede the networks’ ability to foster learning. For instance, 
if an important member in a small network structure suddenly leaves the network, the entire 
network might encounter difficulty in maintaining its function (Newig et al., 2010).   
The potential of networks to allow information transmission, deliberation and uphold its 
resilience is dependent on key network characteristics (Newig and Günther, 2005; Newig et 
al., 2010). Table 8 lists characteristics that are central to the learning functions of a network. 
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The learning characteristics of networks are grouped based on the three key learning functions, 
either as facilitating or impeding learning in networks (Newig et al., 2010).   
Table 8. Network characteristics and their influence on networks ability to foster learning  







(Number of actors in a network)  
+ +/- + 
Network density  
(Interconnectivity of members) 
+ + + + 
Network cohesion  
(Extent which members empathize 
with each other’s objectives) 
+ + + + 
Network centrality  
(Concentration of power in a network)  
+ - - 
Network homophily  
(Members sharing common 
characteristics)  
+ + + 
Network multiplexity  
(Ties of multiple types linking the 
same actor in and across relationships) 
+ + + 
 
Network density is key in relation to information transmission. The denser a network, i.e. the 
more relations exist in a network, the more easily information will be transmitted (Newig et 
al., 2010; Rijke et al., 2012). Density ensures that there are no gaps in the network that might 
result in a critical break in communication and information sharing (Parker, 2007). Information 
transmission is easier in centralized, as opposed to decentralized networks (Crona and Bodin, 
2006). A centralized network allows information to flow, whereas in a decentralized network, 
several members have to be linked until communication reaches the recipient (Newig et al., 
2010). Larger networks are less dense than smaller ones because of the quadratically growing 
number of possible relations (Scott, 2000). In a less dense network, information can become 
distorted when transmitted via a great number of different actors. In relation to this, the role 
of knowledge brokers in networks is accentuated as these can function as brokers between 
diverse groups or coalitions (Howlett et al., 2015). 
Ties among actors in networks can be characterized in different ways. Strong ties or network 
homophily, suggests that actors interact with other that share common features, such as 
beliefs, values and education. They share similar attributes that make relationship formation 
and communication easier (Newig et al., 2010). The dissemination of knowledge and flow of 
ideas mostly occurs among members who are similar, or homophilous (Rogers, 1995). 
Similarity breeds connection (Lee and van de Meene, 2012). Network homophily is valuable 
for information transmission, since a network with a high degree of homophily is supposed to 
distribute information and knowledge more quickly, i.e. the actors have a better source for 
learning (Powell, 1990; Cross et al., 2001). 
Network multiplexity, i.e. the ties of multiple types linking the same actor or interaction of 
exchanges within and across relationships (Koehly and Pattison, 2005), supports information 
diffusion (Newig et al., 2010). Networks in which ties are of multiplex nature are more flexible 
than homophilous ties, but at the same time weaker (Newig et al., 2010). Weak ties can bridge 
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longer distances in a network and may link members with actors outside the borders of the 
network, providing new information and knowledge for the network. Weak ties are less 
suitable for creating trust, shared values and norms. Strong ties may support deliberative 
processes, as homophilous networks can generate trust among actors (Newig et al., 2010). Still, 
homophily may also breed confirmation bias of network actors, as homophilous actors tend 
to close their views to outside information (Krackhardt and Stern, 1988).  
The more actors there are in a network, the more there is to learn from them and the more 
resilient the governance network is (Newig et al., 2010). However, a network with a large 
number of actors may have difficult to participate in deliberative exercises (Newig et al., 2010). 
Trust in a network is viewed as originating from dense and small networks. Trust becomes 
less densely distributed throughout the network, as the number of members gets larger 
(Provan and Kenis, 2007). Trust is not only critical for deliberation; it is also frequently 
associated with network performance and efficiency (Provan and Kenis, 2007).       
Deliberation is more likely to occur in a dense network, because networks in which actors 
know each other well show potential for it (Newig et al., 2010). Deliberation is supported by 
high network cohesion, where members empathize with each other’s objectives (Gargiulo and 
Benassi, 2000; Rijke et al., 2012). A dense and strong cohesive network tends to be less able to 
adapt to fundamental change, because it tends to be trapped in its own thinking (Newig et al., 
2010). Conversely, limited network cohesion suggests that several sub-groups may be present, 
which may be detrimental to the overall network collaboration, if there is a lack of ties between 
the sub-groups (Rijke et al., 2012). The existence of several sub-groups may advance the 
knowledge production, enhancing possibilities for the production of novel information. A 
network where power is concentrated, as opposite to a network where power is more 
distributed is less suitable for deliberation (Rijke et al., 2012), as it tends to be more resistant to 
abrupt change (Newig et al., 2010).  
6.4. Transnational learning mechanisms and social learning 
Social learning theory outlines the normative demands of the learning mechanisms relative to 
facilitating transnational social learning processes. Mainly transnational learning mechanisms 
should constitute platforms, or venues, that support social learning by generating novel 
information, through their ability to interlink knowledge from a range of actors. The learning 
mechanisms should amass novel information with the help of collaborative and participatory 
processes, which eventually catalyzes social learning amongst policy actors, information 
providers and interest groups (Armitage et al., 2012; Medema et al., 2014).  
A basic precondition is that transnational learning mechanisms should support and enable 
group learning. The mechanisms should constitute transparent participatory platforms that 
produce novel information on which group learning can be based upon (Mostert et al., 2007). 
The mechanisms should allow for broad and open horizontal and vertical actor participation 
that strive to foster the exchange and joint development of tacit knowledge (Keen and 
Mahanty, 2006). Key is also that the mechanisms support the diffusion of this information to 
create cross-level interplay across and within participating actors.  
The social learning theory also sets particular demands on the governance setting to support 
the capacity of the transnational learning mechanisms to generate novel information. A 
demand is the presence of structures that enable horizontal interaction among actors at 
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different levels and vertical interaction of actors at other levels (Berkes, 2009; Medema et al., 
2014). The interconnectivity of the system setting is pivotal to link and transmit information 
and to support deliberation (Valente, 2005; Newig et al., 2010). Deliberation is dependent on 
linking the diversity of a transnational knowledge pool, through a learning lens that 
emphasize cross-scale informal interactions, connecting network actors at multiple levels 
(Adger et al., 2005; Olsson et al., 2006; Pahl-Wostl, 2009).  
6.4.1. Benchmarking – learning by imitation  
Generally, transnational learning processes are dependent upon specific mechanisms used for 
generating and synthesizing novel information and knowledge. These mechanisms have their 
origin in inter-organizational learning theory (Wink, 2008). Typical transnational learning 
mechanisms are benchmarking, best practices, peer reviews and projects (Wink, 2008; Borras, 
2011). These are designed to let policymakers and actors learn from each other (Borras, 2011). 
Transnational learning is promoted via imitation through exchanges of experiences (Bomberg, 
2004). Actors study each other’s policy experiences and imitate best practices. However, 
effective imitation of best practices requires learning capacity and contextual intelligence of 
policy-makers. The identification of best practices needs to consider socio-cultural differences 
residing at different levels of governance. It is difficult to classify elements of success in specific 
cases of policymaking due to elements of tacit knowledge among policy-makers and actors 
(Nauwelaers and Wintjes, 2008; Borras, 2011). 
The most common transnational learning form is based on benchmarking and best-practice 
studies. The aim is to look for solutions found in best-practice organizations, analyze these and 
transfer to other contexts (Browne et al., 1995). Benchmarking has emerged in the last decades 
as a channel to gain knowledge from experiences in other organizations (Wink, 2008). EU 
advocates the use of benchmarking in a transnational setting, by accentuating and utilizing 
best practices and projects (Lundvall and Tomlinson, 2002; Wink, 2008). The EU offers 
financial support, via various project schemes, to foster learning by producing learning 
outcomes in the form of benchmarking. This originates from efforts by the EU to stimulate 
transnational policy learning, by spreading best practices among EU MS (Malik and 
Cunningham, 2006). 
The logic of benchmarking as a mechanism for transnational learning is that it stimulates 
learning by comparing or by imitation (Lundvall and Tomlinson, 2002). This is expected to 
provide new knowledge to define, assess and adjust strategies based on the orientation on 
comparisons between different units (Wink, 2008). Crucial to learning via benchmarking is the 
process of knowledge transfer and the exchange of experiences through proper structural 
interlinkages between participating actors. The process of integration experiences from best 
practices is framed by conditions of the different participating actors. However, benchmarking 
approaches often lack necessary tools and incentives to integrate experiences and to initiate 
shared transnational learning processes (Wink, 2008).  
The idea to learn by comparing, with the expectation of gaining new knowledge from 
experiences that have emerged under completely different conditions, implies that learning is 
restricted to incremental learning, or SL learning. This refers to imitation without 
consideration of contextual differences (Wink, 2008). Learning by comparing and imitation is 
bound by the features of path dependency (Malik and Cunningham, 2006). Path dependence 
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makes it difficult to dispose of prior commitments. Even if there is a new way of dealing with 
a common policy challenge, policymakers tend to carry on as before, because of the political, 
economic and social costs of switching a policy they have inherited (Mahoney, 2000; Malik and 
Cunningham, 2006).  
Benchmarking approaches are usually implemented and promoted by the usage of projects. 
Projects are viewed as suitable transnational mechanisms that foster learning by generating 
and amassing new knowledge through their transience and interdisciplinary nature (Grabher, 
2004; Bakker et al., 2011). Projects are expected to generate novel knowledge to solve multi-
causal problems in complex and cross-sectorial settings (Sbarcea and Martins, 2003; Löfgren 
et al., 2013). The broad usage of project as learning mechanisms is backed by the EU through 
its various project-funding schemes, e.g. the European Social Fund and the Interreg program, 
which supports interregional cooperation in Europe.    
Though projects generate novel information, the temporary nature of projects inhibits the 
sedimentation of knowledge. When projects dissolve and participants move on, the created 
knowledge is likely to disperse (Grabher, 2004; Ibert, 2004; Cacciatori, 2008). This challenge is 
aggravated in inter-network projects, where multiple actors work jointly to produce a complex 
service in a limited amount of time and multiple knowledge flows occur at the same time 
(Jones and Lichtenstein, 2008). In general, project learning is distinctive in several respects 
(Grabher, 2004; Scarbrough et al., 2005). It is non-repetitive and time-bound, loosely coupled 
to multiple network contexts (Sydow and Staber, 2002). Projects lack group-building effects, 
through strong ties continued participation and common identities (Gherardi et al., 1998). 
Learning in projects is based on knowledge integration activities that involve overcoming, 
rather than deepening divisions of practice among project members.  
Project learning is reliant on transferring project knowledge to a lasting setting (Scarbrough et 
al., 2005). This refers to that the project owner, e.g. the project funding body, needs to 
demonstrate high absorptive capacity (Bakker et al., 2011). The project owner needs to identify 
the value of the knowledge that is created in the project and diffuse this knowledge, so that 
the knowledge created in the temporary project is broadly available (Bakker et al., 2011). It 
implies that the funding body needs to be able to capture and sustain knowledge gained by 
the means of a project (Löfgren et al., 2013). Furthermore, it needs also to safeguard that 
experience gained in one project is transmitted to ensuing projects, thereby avoiding repeating 
mistakes (Brady and Davies, 2004). Because when project finishes, members often have little 
motivation to reflect on their experience and document transferable knowledge for future 
projects (Coombs and Hull, 1997).  
A shortcoming vis-à-vis the role of projects as learning mechanisms is that the achievements 
of projects are rarely transferred. Rather they tend to give rise to new projects (Löfgren et al., 
2013). The issue of knowledge transfer in projects is a complex matter involving configurations 
of multiple actors. There are usually weak support structures of transferring project 
knowledge to e.g. funding bodies (Sjöblom, 2009; Rosenschöld, 2017). This could be related to 
insufficient resources dedicated to gather project knowledge available to funding bodies 
(Rosenschöld, 2017). A low degree of information diffusion could be explained by the 
challenges of validating knowledge from contextualized projects, stressing the uncertainties 
of applying project results in a wider context (Rosenschöld, 2017). In addition, there is no 
guarantee that project-learning experiences working in one distinct area can work in another 
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area. This is especially the case in socio-ecological systems, where learning may be very place 
and time-specific (Armitage et al., 2008). The difficulties of diffusion project knowledge is 
illustrated by the misfit between the temporal orientation of short-term projects and 
permanent organizations, such as governmental agencies who develop policy (Sjöblom, 2009; 
Sjöblom and Godenhjelm, 2009; Rosenschöld, 2017). While the work of the former is driven by 
unpredictability and need for adaptiveness, the latter is concerned with routines and efforts to 
create coherence (Rämö, 2002). This temporal inconsistency may cause friction in relation the 
coherency and stability of the learning process, which may further complicate the vertical 
knowledge diffusion, i.e. scaling up project knowledge to higher levels of decision-making 
such as regulatory agencies.   
Projects can generate and induce social learning on a basic level, through serving as a platform 
for including actors from different sectors and with different knowledge. The participation of 
actors with different knowledge levels can be viewed as enhancing social learning (Valve, 
2006). This is dependent on that project actors learn to work together and build relationships 
that allow collective action (Cundill and Rodela, 2012). However, the temporality of projects 
hardly leave time for project participants to develop personalized trust based on shared 
experiences or social coherence (Grabher, 2004). Frequent modes of face-to-face interaction 
may build social trust, which could serve as a basis for social learning among project actors 
(Newig and Fritsch, 2009; Scholz et al., 2014). Projects are unlikely to produce deliberative 
interaction on a large scale amongst multiple actors (Cundill and Rodela, 2012). This would 
require the support of sustained interaction between project actors, deliberation and sharing 
of knowledge in a trusting setting. Deliberation is dependent on long-term self-organizing 
processes, whereas project’s overarching focus on deadlines leaves little time for deliberative 
reflections (Grabher, 2004; Cundill and Rodela, 2012).   
6.4.2. Multi-actor learning platforms  
Multi-actor learning platforms, such as forums, workshops and seminars, have the potential 
to catalyze social learning (Berkes, 2009; Armitage et al., 2012). These are viewed as venues for 
multi-actor arrangements where actors can interact, learn collaboratively and take collective 
decisions (Keen et al., 2005). The promise of multi-actor learning platforms is their potential to 
integrate a broad actor base in the co-production of novel knowledge. The latent social learning 
capacity originate in the emphasis on the co-development of tacit knowledge elements from 
networks with members from different organizations (Grabher, 2004; Giuliani and Bell, 2005; 
Steiner and Hartmann, 2006).  
There are three general conditions the multi-actor learning platforms needs to display relative 
to generating social learning. Table 9 lists the general learning functions of a multi-actor 
learning platform relative to SL and DL social learning. The first general function is generating 
novel knowledge via information transmission. The diffusion of information in learning 
platforms transpires through an open knowledge production (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Mostert et al., 
2007). The knowledge production is reliant on transparent integrative multi-actor interactions, 
convening actor’s representative of a multi-level setting. This allows for an extensive 
horizontal and vertical actor participation and a foundation for amassing a broad knowledge 
production. Social learning is reliant on heterogeneous actor participation in learning 
platforms (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Medema et al., 2014). The composition of the learning 
platforms should accentuate pluralism, involve many types of actors connected across 
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multiple levels, including the involvement of non-members, e.g. researchers, experts and 
NGOs (Armitage et al., 2008).   



















A heterogeneous base, pluralism 
among members, involving 
multiple types of actors, 





A heterogeneous base, pluralism 
among members, involving 
multiple types of actors, 
representative of multiple 
governance levels. 
 
Active involvement of actors, 
which are not regular members    
Deliberation 
 
Need to demonstrate 
support for open 
dialogue and sharing 
ideas for spurring 
creative innovations   
 
The operational basis 
of the platforms 
determines the 
underlying shape and 




Operates based on closed 
formalized procedures, adhering to 
formal rules and norms   
 
Information transmission of new 
facts and knowledge   
 






Operates based on open informal 
procedures, where informal rules 
and discourse applied  
 
Reframing assumptions, new 
creative solutions and ideas 
developed  
 
Responses are made to values and 




Platforms need to 
show resilience to 
support learning  
 
The continuity and 
longevity of the 
learning processes 
taken place in 
platforms is based on 
the capacity to retain 
its core function in the 
face of change  
 
 
The core function is based on a 
continuous, reliant source of 
financing, with attached personnel 
upholding the activities   
 
The continuity and longevity of a 
platform is interlinked with traits 
of far reaching institutionalization, 
providing an institutional memory, 





The core function is based on a 
continuous, reliant source of 
financing, with attached personnel 
upholding the activities  
 
The continuity and longevity of a 
platform is interlinked with some 
traits of institutionalization, 
ensuring a continuity of activities, 
whilst not compromising the 
creation of non-standardized 
innovation     
 
 
The second condition is that multi-actor learning platforms need to demonstrate capacity for 
deliberation. This is a viewed as arising from the internal operational procedures, which defines 
the form and function of a platform. A necessity for deliberation and social learning is equality 
among members. Learning platforms should operate on an equal basis and rights (Pahl-Wostl, 
2002). They should be system-oriented and open to ideas and knowledge, driven by a 
transparent knowledge production seeking explicit advice outside the established members. 
The potential to share norms, values and ideas is easier in learning platforms that operate 
based on open, informal procedures, as opposite to than with formal procedures (Armitage et 
al., 2008). Social learning organized in formal settings often results in limited freedom to learn 
and develop alternative solutions (Rijke et al., 2012).  
Informal rules supported by informal discourse are useful for deliberation. Learning platforms 
should not adhere to any formal set of rules, instead the mandate and analysis should be open 
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and results not formally binding (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). A key factor regarding social learning and 
deliberation is the notion of trust as an element identifying common interests and resolving 
conflicts (Hahn et al., 2006). Multi-actor learning platforms ability to catalyze trust among 
participating members is dependent on regular modes of face-to-face interaction and iterative 
interaction between participants (Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Brummel et al., 2010).    
The final condition is the resilience of a multi-actor learning platform (Newig et al., 2010). This 
is a precursor to sustained and iterative interaction in a multi-actor learning platform. Social 
learning requires long-term working relationships to foster e.g. trust. Resilient platforms 
ensure congruency and longevity of the interaction between actors. Platforms that are of 
temporal nature often put explicit timeframes for interaction. This is comparable to the 
temporal nature of projects, supporting temporal learning dimensions. Resilient learning 
platforms supported by operational longevity have the capacity to support long-term social 
learning processes (Cundill and Rodela, 2012). The operational longevity of multi-actor 
platforms is reliant on the structural set-up of learning platforms: financial basis, personnel 
upholding the learning platforms and the tenure of the involved actors. A preference is that 
learning platforms are supported by institutional memory, to avoid short-term learning-based 



















7. Preconditions for Baltic Sea region network governance learning – an empirical 
evaluation     
This chapter interlinks the principles of the conceptual framework on network governance, 
operationalized and conceptualized from a BSR network governance social learning 
perspective, with the key research findings of the articles in this thesis. These operationalized 
theoretical norms are used to guide the evaluation of the preconditions for social learning in a 
BSR network governance context. The prime focus is to link the operationalized theoretical 
framework with the empirical findings of the articles and deliver insights of social learning in 
a BSR network governance operational context, hence answering the research question posed 
in the first chapter: ‘What are the preconditions for network governance learning in the Baltic Sea 
Region?‘  
This chapter answers the research question in a stepwise approach. First, the peer-reviewed 
articles in this thesis are presented relative their specific task in contributing towards the 
empirical evaluation of the preconditions for BSR network governance learning. Generally, the 
articles inform to what extent the BSR network governance operative setting supports the 
presence of social learning processes. Theoretically, the articles expand the knowledge on and 
understanding of linking multi-level network-based governance with learning. To this end, 
the presentation of the articles also includes their theoretical aim, especially relative to 
developing the theory on network governance.   
Second, the structural and relational properties of BSR network governance is discussed. Here, 
social learning norms are compared to the general internal structural and relational modes of 
BSR networks. These set the boundaries for social learning and frame the preconditions for 
social learning in the region. Third and finally, empirical evidence concerning the preconditions 
for BSR social learning is presented and evaluated. This evidence is analyzed based on social 
learning underpinnings to offer an analytical baseline of the operational ability of the BSR 
network governance system to functionally govern the Baltic Sea.  
7.1. Empirical findings – a premise for understanding Baltic Sea region network governance     
Primarily, the articles contribute to an understanding of the extent to which the BSR network 
governance operative setting supports the presence of social learning processes by evaluating 
the relational embeddedness of this system. The articles develop contextual understanding of 
the relational interconnectivity of the BSR network governance system. Relational multi-level 
interlinkages within and across networks are a precondition for supportive conditions of social 
learning. The articles expand the understanding of the capacity of the BSR governance to 
support and sustain social learning processes by offering knowledge of the interconnectivity 
of the system setting and builds insights of the preconditions for BSR interaction. Interaction 
through communication and cooperation is a necessity for linking the distributed capacities 
for policymaking into social learning processes. Collectively, the articles offer information of 
the operative conditions to foster a holistic network governance approach relative to the 





A summary overview of each article is presented below:   
Article 1: A tangled web: the Baltic Sea region governance through networks   
Article 1 is case study that comprises the full contextual spectrum of the BSR. The case study 
describes the transnational operational setting of the BSR network governance. This is 
illustrated by evaluating the operative features of this context, describing and comparing 
the various modes of self-organizing networks in the region. The subject of this evaluation 
is the structural and relational modes of these networks, which determine their form and 
function. Article 1 evaluates the relational conditions of the region, which outlines the 
broader BSR patterns of cooperation and interaction interlinkages. This is of interest relative 
to social learning, as it develops the knowledge of the BSR network governance learning 
capabilities, by offering an explanatory framework for interpreting contextual interrelation 
challenges embedded in the BSR operational setting.  
Theoretically, the article evaluates the functionality of BSR network governance as a mode 
of governing. It delivers insights of the proficiency of BSR network governance, informing 
the extent to which the structural and relational setting of the region has the capacity to link 
a broad actor base in providing cooperative and innovative policy responses. Article 1 
evaluates if the operational reality of a multi-level network governance setting conforms to 
the positive normative view associated with the concept of network governance.  
The article illustrates that the structural and relational conditions of the BSR GNs are 
generally aligned with traditional PNs, as oppose to an innovative governance approach 
that is associated with network governance. The structural and relational composition of 
BSR GNs are aligned with features portraying regulated PNs, which are generally associated 
with traditional forms of government. The BSR relation interlinkages are generally defined 
by hierarchical norms and relational dependencies. The BSR GNs are not structurally 
composed to serve the relational demands arising from the normative premise of network 
governance. The article questions the underlining promise of BSR network governance as 
an innovative mode that is viewed as enhancing the problem-solving capacities. 
 
Article 2: Governing national parks in Finland – the illusion of public involvement  
Article 2 is a case study of the Finnish governance model for the protection of natural large-
scale resource systems in the Baltic Sea vicinity. This model is rather centralized from a 
European perspective, as it applies a centralized administration in the protection of national 
parks. The Finnish model is not obligated by law to involve local actors in the governance 
of national parks. Article 2 is a case study of an institutionally guided national PN that has 
hitherto pursued an instrumentalist approach but has an ambition to integrate an adaptive 
and participatory approach in the governance of natural parks.  
The case study evaluates the conditions for local actor participation in the governance of the 
protection of the Archipelago national park. It describes a PN’s attempt to introduce 
adaptive collaborative means to enhance the governance of natural large-scale resource 
systems. The ambition to integrate local lay knowledge in the governance is to guide the 
feedback of governance efforts, to increase the legitimacy of the governance processes and 
to reduce inbuilt governance conflicts.   
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This case study is of particular interest for two reasons. First, it evaluates an experimentation 
of a participatory approach in the governance of natural resource systems. It exemplifies an 
attempt to move away from traditional forms that place priority on biological monitoring, 
focusing on the impacts of actions that underpin an expert driven technocratic government 
practice. The Finnish experimentation aspire to instigate feedback loops between ecological 
systems functioning and the surrounding society. This is to support the creation of learning 
induced governance arrangements.  
Second, the case study emphasizes the challenges of governing natural resource systems in 
the BSR. The governance of the Archipelago national park is contested. Since the inception 
of the park, local actors residing near the park have had quite different views of the usage 
of the park, as oppose to the conservation efforts of the government authority in charge of 
the management of the park. There is antipathy shown by local actors towards the 
management of the Archipelago national park. This was visible during the collection of the 
survey data for the evaluation of local actor participation in the governance of the national 
park. Many local actors contacted the survey team, via phone or email, and stated that they 
would not respond to the survey. They felt that responding would not make a difference on 
improving the governance of the national park, since they did not have any confidence in 
management.  
This study highlights inherent relational tensions present in governing BSR environmental 
challenges. In this instance, there are diverging perceptions as to usage of the national park, 
where conservation interests meet local livelihoods. Article 2 displays the difficulties of 
creating relational interlinkages in a contested setting. A lack of interaction and relational 
structures and an absence of ensuing information and knowledge diffusion is detrimental 
in the creation of a learning-based governance context. 
 
Article 3: Towards an ecosystem approach to management in regional marine governance, 
the Baltic Sea context   
Article 3 is a case study of the BSR marine environmental governance. The study evaluates 
the extent to which BSR networks and existing network action programs are focused on 
changes towards a holistic governance approach. The subject of the analysis is the BSAP of 
HELCOM and the structural changes of ICES. Article 3 expands the knowledge of BSR 
marine environmental governance compatibility with a shift from traditional governance 
efforts based on biophysical problem-solving, scientific risk assessments to ideas involving 
integrated ecosystem approaches. The article evaluates the operational reality of the BSR 
governance relative to the normative goals of an integrated EAM governance approach. This 
is achieved through analyzing the BSR marine governance arrangements relative to dealing 
with environmental challenges via multi-scale, multi-sector and multi-actor approaches in 
policy design, knowledge production and decision-making. The point of interest is how this 
operational setting supports the turn towards an integrated BSR EAM approach.      
 
Article 3 conveys insights of the challenges in the development of an EAM approach to BSR 
marine governance. The focus is on the structural conditions that undermine a successful 
turn towards an EAM approach. Article 3 identifies insufficient institutional change, limited 
cooperation over policy sectors and adjustment problems caused by path dependency as 




The article underlines the structural problems of governing the Baltic Sea. For example, the 
BSR environmental challenges are collective problems that reside at a transnational level, 
while policy financing, implementation, enforcement and monitoring are placed at national 
level. The BSR network governance system setting is complex and requires not only a multi-
actor and multi-sector, but also a coherent multi-scale approach. The structural deficits 
relative to introducing a BSR EAM governance approach may partly be an effect of 
nationally induced path dependency relational behavior, which are mirrored through the 
actions and behavior of BSR networks and their programs. This suggests that not only the 
relational behavior of BSR networks, but also the relational patterns that define actor 
behavior at a national level need to adhere with EAM governing principles.  
 
Article 4: Fostering a functional governance of the Baltic Sea region: The network 
governance of the EUSBSR 
Article 4 is a case study of the EUSBSR. The EUSBSR captures the physical boundaries of 
the Baltic Sea and encapsulates the promise of network governance: to foster interaction and 
cooperation by BSR GNs, with the view to support these to develop policy arrangements 
needed for governing the challenges of the Baltic Sea. The Strategy is the main relational 
capacity builder in the region. It supports the BSR relational conditions by linking networks, 
their members and other actors across policy levels and sectors through various interaction 
and collaboration platforms. 
 
Article 4 is designed to facilitate network governance theory development. It contributes to 
the second generation of research into network governance by exploring options that could 
improve the governance of the Baltic Sea. It develops theory by linking network governance 
with social learning. Article 4 explores the EUSBSR’s latent potential to foster social learning 
in a network governance context. It evaluates the EUSBSR’s ability to foster social learning 
across BSR GNs. The subject of the evaluation the SGs. These function as collaboration and 
interaction platforms within the broader frame of the EUSBSR. The SGs are to support PACs 
and HALs in their interaction with relevant actors and to function as cooperation platforms. 
Article 4 evaluates whether the structures and key relational features of the SGs offer the 
necessary preconditions for fostering social learning across BSR networks. 
The article offers valuable observations of the challenges of fostering social learning through 
the EUSBSR. These challenges are an extension of the collaboration and interaction patterns 
that outline the BSR network governance. The structural determinants of the EUSBSR, along 
with the relational conditions that outline the SGs, are defined based on a command and 
control regime environment. The operational features of the EUSBSR are constructed based 
on a learning premise, where policy-learning routines are advocated and facilitated by the 
proliferation of good practices studies and benchmarking. This creates a social learning 
dilemma, as interaction and collaboration is shaped by a top-down unidirectional approach. 
Policy learning is condensed by exchanges of experiences without consideration of 
contextual divergences.  
 
Article 4 provides a narrative of a broader transformative process that captures the evolving 
relational conditions for developing policy in the BSR. It shows the growing importance of 
EU’s ability to shape BSR network governance. Indicative of this transformative change is 
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EU shaped policy development foundations. The ability of the EUSBSR to generate social 
learning is hampered by the EU principles of policy learning, which underline learning by 
imitation through short-term, temporal interaction. EU induced learning beliefs advocate 
policy development through processes of incremental learning, which does not facilitate a 
holistic governance of the Baltic Sea.   
 
7.2. Social learning and Baltic Sea region network structures       
Social learning is context dependent and is essentially an outcome of cooperation of actors 
operating within this context. The BSR network governance as a system setting is made up of 
three different modes, each representing a typical model that governs the internal structural 
and relational basis of BSR networks (article 1, table 1). Each mode adheres to specific network 
features, which govern their operative structures and their membership base.   
The prevailing BSR network mode ‘intergovernmental cooperation’ is embodied by a stable, 
restricted, homogenous and uniform membership structure. A majority (58%) of the public 
BSR GNs adhere to this mode and operate by a structural premise guided by institutionalized 
forms, where decision-making is solely reserved for national level authorities (article 1, table 
3). Their relational basis is defined by restricting hierarchical procedures that limit the scope 
of interaction to peers on same level. Other BSR network modes include ‘international policy 
networks’ (13%) and ‘transnational networks’ (29%). The former mode operates with an open, 
heterogeneous membership structure that excludes the involvement of national authorities but 
allows cooperation among other multi-level actors. The latter mode promotes linkages 
between actors from government, local government and NGOs, and includes all actors into 
the internal decision-making (article 1).        
A premise for broader processes of social leaning to occur in the region is the extent to which 
the internal structural and relational basis of the operative BSR networks are geared towards 
learning. Generally, BSR networks are large networks that comprise of many actors (article 1). 
The largest BSR network is the Union of the Baltic Cities (UBC) with ca 100 member cities. 
UBC operate based on a decentralized network model. The operations are centered on seven 
commissions, with selected member cities hosting the various commissions that are in charge 
of key policy areas.  
In addition, the most intergovernmental networks operate based on a rather large number of 
actors (article 1). For example, the CBSS represents the wider interest of the all 11 BSR MS, 
including Iceland and Norway that lack a physical border to the Baltic Sea. Each member in 
the CBSS is represented by a broad representation, covering policy areas targeted by CBSS 
activity. CBSS and other inter-governmental networks are structurally decentralized into 
different divisions, each of which heads a policy area. CBSS members need to nominate 
member representation to all of these divisions. Thus, the actual number of members in inter-
governmental networks are quite many.    
The majority of the BSR networks operate with a large member base, which provide a basic 
fundament to generate social learning. The large size of the BSR networks offer opportunities 
for social learning, through the integration of amassed knowledge diffused in the networks. 
However, large decentralized BSR networks makes interaction and knowledge diffusion 
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within the entire network more demanding. In large BSR networks, members have more 
difficulties to develop interrelations. The decentralized model that most BSR networks 
structure their internal mode of operations adds challenges vis-à-vis developing and 
sustaining interrelations across policy sectors. This model may create internal structural silos 
that impedes the broader development of social ties among the plurality of policy actors 
engaged in a network.   
A particular feature of the BSR networks that adds a temporal element in the development of 
the internal relational network basis is the inbuilt rotation of administrative personnel and of 
network member representation. This is particularly relevant of the BSR inter-parliamentarian 
and inter-governmental networks, which comprise the majority of the operative networks in 
the region. Administrative personnel are employed based on pre-set working contracts. Often 
their term of employment is set for four years, with a possibility for a two- or four-year 
extension. The political network member representation is often aligned with the political 
mandate originating in their national context. Overall, the internal rotation is a detriment to 
social learning, as it expands short-term interaction elements that affect not only the formation 
of relations but is also a disadvantage relative to the long-term knowledge sedimentation in 
the networks. In addition, it may hinder the overall expansion of the contextual intelligence of 
BSR actors needed to navigate the social learning processes in the region.  
Generally, the operational structures of most BSR networks offer a mixed picture relative to 
generating social learning. There are structural challenges relative to social learning. The 
prevailing BSR network mode is detrimental to social learning. It has an inbuilt inclination to 
restrict the internal network relational capacities for integrating a varied mix of actors with a 
diverging knowledge base in possible social learning processes. The internal interaction within 
inter-governmental networks is affected by path dependencies emerging from the institutional 
context of their members (article 3). The procedures for the formation of most BSR network 
relational bases are steered based on national institutional pretexts. Nationally driven policy 
relations shape the relational interaction BSR policy procedures. This rigid setting may be 
detrimental to broader BSR social learning, as there is an inevitable tension in interlinking 
relational ties formed under a national pretext of institutional inertia with normative social 
learning relational requirements.  
7.3. Social learning in the Baltic Sea region network governance     
The empirical evidence concerning the preconditions for BSR social learning are presented in 
this subchapter. Table 10 outlines a general framework for evaluating the preconditions for 
social learning in a BSR network governance context. Table 10 is created based on theoretical 
deduction. The theoretical reasoning of tables 4, 5, 7 and 9 informs the construction of table 10. 
The table condenses the operationalized norms and parameters that supports and sustains 
social learning in a network governance setting. Table 10 is grouped in:     
 General social learning principles: broad actor involvement + long-term interaction + 
learning acknowledged (table 4)  
 Contextual demands: informal setting + interconnectivity + opportunities for catalyzing 
social learning (table 5; table 9)  
 Actor demands: internal collaboration + internal negotiation + internal decision-making 
(table 5; table 7)      
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The empirical content of the four peer-reviewed articles is evaluated in table 10 based on the 
employed interactive research design of the thesis. The article content that define and outline 
the BSR network governance system features relative to social learning is condensed with the 
help of a five level Likert scale. The summarization of the article content generates descriptive 
and exploratory context-bound knowledge that is used to create an analytical baseline 
informing whether BSR network governance can foster and sustain social learning.   
Table 10. Preconditions for social learning in BSR network governance – an analytical overview  
 BSR  
network governance   
General social 
learning principles 





























-    
Preconditions for 














General social learning principles 
Broad actor involvement  
The theory on social learning maintains and advocates that a foundation for social learning is 
broad actor involvement and integration of their ‘frames’ in the governance of natural 
ecosystem resources. As a network governance system, the BSR does not foster a widespread 
presence of broad actor involvement that could systematically integrate the different ‘frames’ 
of actors in the governance of the Baltic Sea (article 1; article 4). Different BSR actor ‘frames’ 
symbolizes the in-built conflict between the exploitation and protection efforts of the Baltic 
Sea. Key for social learning is to integrate the conflicting views of BSR actors in the governance. 
Thus, possibly reducing the rooted problems associated with governing the Baltic Sea.        
The integration of actors into BSR policy procedural processes follow a functionalist approach 
(article 2; article 3). An institutionalized learning pretext frames the involvement of actors in 
the region. Non-governmental actors are expected to provide useful knowledge to improve 
policy development and implementation. However, the conditions for this involvement is to 
some extent instrumentalized for legitimizing the policy process and the role of dominant 
actors. The involvement of non-governmental actors is voluntary; not only in terms of whether 
actors take part but also in terms of also how governmental actors use the results of the process. 
In this functionalist learning pretext, the opportunities for involvement is set to a limited 
timeframe (article 2). Often participation is limited to one-way individual declarations. This 
bureaucratic and rigid form of involvement leaves actors unable to develop a common 
language and is not supportive of processes of social learning.  
A functionalist learning pretext is not useful for generating trust in the broader BSR network 
governance context. This is illustrated by article 2. The relational conditions in this network is 
framed by disagreement, frustration and distrust. A setting characterized by unequal power 
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relations allow a dominant actor to impose problem definitions and limit possible policy 
solutions. Affiliated actors in this setting is likely to feel disrespected and withhold their trust 
in authorities, policy-making procedures and institutions. The result is a mismatch been 
decision-makers’ and other actors’ problem ‘frames’. This limits the space for deliberation, 
which is detrimental to social learning.   
Long-term interactions 
The BSR network governance is organized through unilateral long-term network interactions. 
The unilateral internal interaction in BSR networks is resilient. For example, the NC was 
established for more than 60 years ago, whereas e.g. HELCOM and Nordic Council of 
Ministers (NCM) were established in the 1970s and most others BSR networks in the 1990s 
(article 1). The long-term working relationships of BSR networks form the basis of the network 
governance system and offer numerous platforms for social learning. However, the 
underlying nature of the BSR unilateral long-term interactions and relationships in networks 
is upheld by horizontal hierarchical relational dependencies. This institutionalized interaction 
does not regularly include other actors operating at other levels or sectors (article 1; article 2; 
article 3). The interaction is not systematically based on broad open dialogue with extended 
engagement from the non-scientific knowledge community but is confined to an enclosed 
group. The homogeneity of the institutional interactions in networks do not align with the 
interaction principles fostered by social learning.   
The long-term working relationships of BSR networks supports short-term policy cycles. This 
relates to that even though BSR networks are oriented by long-term visions, their actual policy 
interaction is defined and underpinned by temporal elements. The use of short-term based 
interaction measures transpires through an intensifying BSR project proliferation (article 1). 
Project proliferation enables interaction in and across BSR networks. Project proliferation is 
promoted by BSR networks themselves and by EU project funding schemes. For instance, in 
2016 the NCM alone supported ca 500 projects in the region. The Interreg BSR Program for 
2014-2020, an EU funding scheme supporting the BSR has allocated 279 Million Euro towards 
projects (article 1). Projects constitute temporal interaction platforms for organizing vested 
interested on a just-in-time basis. Projects are used to assist problem-solving capacities by 
amassing novel information. However, from a BSR network governance social learning 
viewpoint project proliferation accentuates the need of contextual intelligence and adaptive 
capacity of policy actors. Policy actors need to balance the flexibility of short-term interaction 
cycles facilitating ad-hoc based relationships with lock-in effects, with demands for sustained 
and stable interaction that is viewed as key in generating social learning.  
Learning acknowledged  
Even though the operational routines of BSR networks are primarily grounded in 
hierarchically fortified settings this does not refrain actors from pursuing aspirations that align 
with a holistic governance approach relative to the Baltic Sea. BSR networks do not resist 
measures aimed at introducing an ecosystem governance approach, where learning is viewed 
as improving the fundaments for governance processes. Learning as an idea that builds 
governance capacity is recognized in BSR policy-making procedures (article 2; article 3). 
Central BSR operative programs, in particular the HELCOM’s BSAP is guided by a holistic 
approach in the governance of the Baltic Sea. In addition, structural changes in networks are 
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underway. This is illustrated by the ICES’s aspirations to re-organize the network structures 
to better align with an integrated ecosystem approach to management (article 3). Changes 
towards a learning-based governance system is also occurring at national level. This is typified 
by the governance of the Archipelago national park, which is driven by adaptive governance 
aspirations (article 2).     
Advancing and implementing a learning-based BSR governance is challenging. Key BSR 
policy-making actors do not show intentional resistance to disregard new modes of governing 
that aspires to augment the policy process through means offered by e.g. social learning. Yet, 
the procedural activities of BSR policy-making actors are grounded by their restricting 
hierarchical operating environment. BSR policy-making actors are shaped and influenced by 
national level institutional inertia. This institutional inertia is transmitted into the BSR via 
extensive national level membership representation in BSR networks. Therefore, inertia is not 
only present at a national level; it is common in BSR networks. For instance, while HELCOM 
has adapted a holistic ecosystem governance approach as a principle for policy action, the 
institutional structures of HELCOM have not yet changed in accordance with this approach 
(article 3).  
Preconditions for social learning – contextual demands  
Informal setting 
The BSR network governance system encapsulates the normative narrative that underpins the 
concept on network governance. As a system, made up of various network governance modes 
and actors operating within these, it constitutes an informal setting. The BSR network 
governance system is not limited by any operative boundaries, it operates in the absence of 
clearly defined stable and routinized rules and norms. However, from an operational 
perspective, the BSR is rather institutionalized. Since the 1950s with the formation of the NC, 
the collective BSR network governance system has expanded and gradually experienced an 
institutionalization. This originates in that typically networks that are in place for a longer 
period have more stable, explicit rules than those that have recently emerged.  
The institutionalization of the operating basis of most BSR networks has gradually 
transformed the underlying normative premise defining this system. The BSR network 
governance does not adhere to the normative parameters underpinning the concept of 
network governance (article 1; article 4). The relational composition of BSR networks are 
structurally related with features portraying regulated, national PNs, as oppose to the features 
associated with informal GNs operating in a transnational setting. This symbolizes the 
dominance of traditional hierarchical state-society relations in the broader BSR network 
governance setting.    
Interconnectivity  
A basis for social learning is the interconnectivity of the system setting. Cooperation and 
communication across BSR actors and levels is key for processes of social learning as these 
supports the transmission of information and knowledge. The interconnectivity of BSR 
network governance is dependent on the structural pathways that have developed over time 
in the region. Generally, the BSR structural pathways are geared towards building internal 
horizontal linkages among network actors (article 1). BSR networks internal operative 
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functions are confined to build linkages with peers, either on national or sub-national levels. 
The internal interconnectivity in BSR networks are structured around norms that underpin a 
hierarchical form of collaboration. This type of collaboration is based on internal network 
regulations with in-built rules for regular interactions, via designated invitations to meetings 
and workshops. This ensures a systemic approach to interaction and information diffusion in 
BSR networks. However, this interconnectivity does not regularly include vertical 
collaboration with actors outside the operate network realm, e.g. NGOs or farmers that could 
provide alternative lay knowledge. The information and knowledge amassed in networks is 
framed and restricted by the internal structural boundaries of the network.  
Alongside the unilateral BSR network structural pathways that advance the internal network 
horizontal linkages in the region, an expansion of non-systematic interlinking efforts that build 
interconnectivity across networks have emerged (article 1). The expansion of BSR 
interconnectivity through temporal based interlinking efforts is linked to the widespread BSR 
project proliferation. The usage of project funds has in particular increased in the BSR as the 
Northern and the Eastern parts of Europe have become during the last decades part of the EU. 
For example, funds provided by the European Regional Development Fund, the European 
Social Fund and the Cohesion Fund contribute to build non-systematic interlinking pathways 
for short-term interaction. These pathways are non-structural and are not bound by top-down 
centered interlinking framing efforts of BSR networks. Instead, these are specially designated 
to interlink actors with a broad and varied knowledge base. However, project proliferation 
underpins a time-based dimension relative the overall interconnectivity of the region. Projects 
enable interaction by providing short-term collaboration platforms of organizing vested 
interested on an instant basis. BSR project proliferating changes the orientation of interaction, 
creating a temporal misfit between the short-term projects and longer-term orientation of 
networks in the region (article 1).       
From a BSR interconnectivity, perspective the EUSBSR is key. The EUSBSR is the only element 
of the BSR system setting that links the different network modes in the region. The EUSBSR 
fosters cooperation by developing and coordinating policy arrangement and dialogue. It 
targets the BSR EU MS and includes Russia and Norway as two partner countries. The Strategy 
is based on the operative conditions of the region, with the aim of facilitating and coordinating 
the dialogue between existing network initiatives. It includes a wide spectrum of policy areas 
that are deemed vital for working towards the shared challenges of the region. The EUSBSR is 
divided into a number of connecting policy areas; each of these is headed either by a PAC or 
by a HAL. The PACs are responsible for work in a specific policy area, while the work of HALs 
are not necessarily confined to a particular policy area. The work of a HAL is guided by topics 
such as climate change, which necessities broad policy interaction across selected policy areas.       
From a normative network governance view, the EUSBSR constitutes a boundary spanner, an 
independent bridging tool that supports communication and collaboration in the region 
(article 4). However, the EUSBSR lacks forceful methods to coordinate interaction activities in 
the region, as it is an extension of the underlying principle of network governance. The 
EUSBSR is a platform for bridging the different BSR networks, by building communicative 
interlinkages that supports the co-production of knowledge at different levels and at different 
geographical scales. To fulfil this role, the EUSBSR needs to build capacity for enabling 
interaction of different forms of information.  
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The BSR interconnectivity is enabled by the PACs and the HALs in the EUSBSR. These steers 
and guide the construction of horizontal and vertical linking functions of the Strategy. There 
is a clear division in the EUSBSR between which BSR actors act as a PAC and which ones as a 
HAL. The work of the PACs is typically assigned to national level actors (article 4). This is to 
safeguard effective policy implementation and to foster the institutional and administrative 
capacity of the EUSBSR. The HALs are largely operated by BSR networks, with the 
involvement of sub-national public entities and an NGO. However, this division is detrimental 
in the role of the EUSBSR to construct communicative interlinkages in the region. The 
operational activities of national level actors, such as ministerial representatives, are firmly 
embedded in national level contexts. These often lack the experience of building interlinkages 
in a transnational context that are defined by different societal and cultural settings (article 4).   
The EUSBSR encourages PACs and HALs to set up a SG or utilize existing set-ups to support 
them in their quest to build collaboration and enable interaction with relevant policy actors in 
the region (article 4). The EUSBSR does not set any particular limits on the structural factors 
of the SGs but permit the PACs and HALs to determine how these operate, whether they have 
a formal or informal mandate, i.e. whether are there any rules concerning interaction. The SGs 
are viewed as enabling policy interaction and subsequent implementation. How a SG is 
governed is an internal matter, but it is expected to convene at least twice a year and should 
be composed of representatives of different BSR EU members. Other PACs and HALs should 
be included to ensure cooperation and other BSR actors should be included when relevant.  
All PACs and HALs have established a SG, either a specifically designated or utilizing an 
already existing collaboration platform to serve as a SG (article 4). Most have set up a 
designated one, expect one PAC and one HAL that use existing Working Groups to function 
as SGs. The latter is designed to ensure congruency and longevity of the interaction between 
actors as opposite to most SGs, which have specifically been established for this purpose. Most 
SGs are of temporal nature where interaction and collaboration are linked to a specific strategy, 
which sets an explicit timeframe for interaction and the relational conditions forming the SGs 
(article 4). This is similar to the temporal nature of projects, which supports and expands 
further the temporal dimension of the BSR network governance.  
Moreover, the SGs broadly imitate the internal homogenous membership structures of most 
BSR networks (article 4). Most SGs operate with an enclosed group, linking formal members 
representing the national level in the BSR. Whilst this promotes an anchoring of national level 
collaboration and interaction to safeguard policy action, it does not serve the purpose of 
generating social learning. The SGs do not operate based on an open and equal basis and non-
governmental actors are involved only on ad-hoc based principles, e.g. SGs occasionally 
invites representatives of Pan-Baltic-projects. These promote the actual implementation of the 
EUSBSR. This is to ensure knowledge diffusion between these projects and the SGs.  
The SGs do not constitute suitable social learning multi-actor platforms. They do not regularly 
interlink with BSR sub-national actors in the region, not directly with sub-national actors nor 
indirectly with BSR networks that comprise of sub-national actors (article 4). The SGs do not 
permit broad horizontal and vertical actor linkages that connect and enables multi-level BSR 
network participation. The SGs enable short-term national level interaction and collaboration 
that extends at times across policy sectors and to some extent involves EU or global actors.  
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Opportunities for catalyzing learning  
Normatively, the BSR network governance setting offer many opportunities to catalyze social 
learning. There are 24 operative BSR networks that offer varied platforms for catalyzing social 
learning among different actors at different levels. However, two overarching factors frame 
the opportunities for social learning in the BSR. The first one, as explained in the previous 
subchapter, denotes to the boundaries inherent in the network governance system that shape 
the structural conditions for social learning in BSR networks. The second factor is the 
procedural boundaries that outline the conditions and the opportunities for social learning in 
the region. These procedural boundaries determine through which processes learning are 
pursued and catalyzed by the BSR networks.   
Broadly, the procedures for catalyzing BSR social learning can be compared to a policy process, 
whilst acknowledging the relative function of networks in this process. The first step in social 
learning is amassing novel information. This starts the learning process, as novel information 
is utilized to inform and prepare policy related documents. In the BSR, projects are mainly 
used to generate novel information. Projects amass novel information either with the purpose 
to inform directly individual BSR networks or indirectly via e.g. the EUSBSR SGs, with the 
view to enhance the preparation of policy documents. Projects further condenses novel 
information by utilizing a standardized approach, without much consideration for contextual 
variances. This approach is symbolized by the use of benchmarking and best practices studies.  
Benchmarking as a learning approach is problematic in the BSR. Benchmarking is based on set 
stipulate conditions of the BSR project funding schemes. Each of these funding schemes follow 
different guidelines, which have significant impact of what type of novel information is 
generated in projects. For example, a considerable number of projects performed within the 
HELCOM framework is still modelled on traditional scientific objectives rather than on holistic 
and inclusive approaches (article 3). This EAM approach form the basis of HELCOM’s action 
plan for the Baltic Sea. Hitherto, HELCOM’s actual policy activities is based on typical 
command and control governance objectives.    
A drawback with BSR project proliferation is that it requires continuous system support for 
systematic transmission of novel information. There is no principal instrument for transferring 
novel information in the region. A tool that can sustain the interlinkages needed to transfer 
novel information amassed in projects to BSR networks. The generated information in projects 
is therefore short-lived and the impacts of it minimal due to lack of contextual ownership. The 
temporary nature of projects inhibits the sedimentation of novel information, as when projects 
dissolve and participants move on the created knowledge is likely to disperse (article 1). BSR 
novel information is fragmented and spread amongst the vast number of operative actors in 
the region. These are inclined to communicate the outcome to a restricted group of actors. The 
pool of novel information is not necessarily institutionalized in the public sphere. It does not 
generally reach central solving policy actors operating at national level.  
A key component for catalyzing BSR social learning is the contextual capacity of the operative 
networks and of the EUSBSR SGs. Actors within these needs to have contextual intelligence in 
order to make use of the amassed novel information. Contextual intelligence is obtained 
through a broad presence of actors with varied knowledge bases. This is also dependent on 
the underlying operative procedures that are based on open transparent knowledge 
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production, which seeks advice outside the network or the group. BSR actors need to operate 
based on equality and equal participation rights. However, few of the BSR networks fulfil 
these demands (article 1), including the EUSBSR SGs (article 4). For instance, the SGs are 
horizontally engaged, restricting membership to actors with same type of institutional 
backgrounds, which narrows the potential heterogeneity of SGs knowledge. The SGs also 
separate between formal members with decision-making rights and other members, which are 
invited on a temporal basis. This does not spur the development of a varied contextual 
intelligence that allows making full use of the amassed novel information.   
Furthermore, the BSR networks lack a direct possibility to influence and augment policy-
making capacities in the region. This is also the case with the EUSBSR SGs. The SGs ability to 
enhance the wider BSR policy-making capacities is undermined by their voluntary nature, 
often operating without preset roles and rules. SGs convene sporadically a few times per year 
and most SGs operate without a designated budget (article 4). The SGs are defined by their 
narrow boundary to diffuse knowledge. The sedimentation of knowledge gained in individual 
SG, with the view to diffuse it across the BSR, is limited due to the homogenous member base. 
The SGs do not regularly interlink with actors outside their institutional realm. Participation 
in SGs is restricted to a few BSR networks, such as HELCOM, CBSS and NCM (article 4).  
Social learning processes are iterative. Learning is a repetitive process that involve actors who 
learn through a cyclical process of setting objectives, planning, taking action, monitoring and 
reflecting on the outcomes and taking actions again. In enhancing the BSR policy-making 
capacities dealing with environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea the aspects of monitoring 
and reflection is emphasized (article 3). Monitoring and reflection play a key role in facilitating 
feedback between and within the social and ecological systems. The tools that create feedback 
loops between socio-ecological systems need to employ a holistic and open-ended approach. 
Key is a system thinking approach, delivering reflections on not only the impacts on specific 
actions preset by the values of dominant actors. Monitoring with the view of enhancing social 
learning is also reliant on integrating the different ‘frames’ of affiliated actors. For example, a 
social learning induced governance of the Archipelago national park requires that feedback 
from local lay knowledge is properly included in the learning processes (article 2). Monitoring 
is an important element of modern environmental governance. Different actors, including 
non-governmental actors need to be part of the overall monitoring (article 3).  
Preconditions for social learning – actor demands  
Internal collaboration  
The BSR is per definition an intercultural transnational affair, where actors conceive the world 
in different terms. BSR networks consist of members with varied backgrounds. These operate 
under diverse conditions and are linked to different constitutional systems and societal 
premises. Most BSR networks are horizontally organized, interlinking with peers on the same 
level and their internal collaboration is based on reconciling member interest relative to the 
shared challenges of the region. This collaboration is mainly focused on integrating members 
diverging views, which originate in that BSR network members do not necessarily share the 
same policy ambitions and preferences relative to the governance of the Baltic Sea.  
BSR networks with a broad membership base that encompass all the BSR NS, the unification 
of the diversity of interest is more emphasized, as to e.g. the NC where members are more 
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unified in their views of the Baltic Sea. The longevity of BSR networks have shaped their 
internal procedures and have provided a basis for reconciling possible diverging views of 
network members. The collaboration in networks adhere to established rules and formalized 
procedures that is implemented by network personal. These have been employed based on 
nationality, to ensure a cultural and contextual anchoring of the internal norms. However, as 
the relationships basis in networks is mainly horizontal, the collaboration in networks is 
formed based on this relational premise. The collaboration interest in most BSR is defined by 
hierarchical path dependencies. This does not support social learning, where collaboration is 
viewed as arising from a diverse and a heterogeneous collaboration base.    
Internal negotiation  
Most BSR networks employ a normative approach to the negotiations that underpin the 
decision-making procedures in the networks. Negotiation in networks is reserved for formal 
members. It is based on repeated meetings, in small group work or with the help of extended 
engagements from a broader group. The negotiation is often facilitated by administrative 
personal or independent, expert driven facilitation. The dialogue is open for formal members 
and only these have opportunities to influence the negotiation process. Actors outside of the 
network realm may be invited on an ad-hoc basis, but they do not have formal influence over 
the negotiation process. The negotiations in networks are driven by feedback through the 
circulation of e.g. meeting minutes. The feedback is normally based on elements of bargaining, 
in relation to the distribution of resources to maximize individual member outcome. The 
bargaining through actor negotiations takes place within an institutionalized framework. This 
framework sets the rules and procedures by conveying agreed upon norms and standards for 
the negotiations. This is to ensure the production of trust, commitment, understanding and 
joint action among network members.  
Internal decision-making         
A negotiated consensus guided process defines the internal decision-making of BSR networks. 
The decision-making of BSR networks is not enforced by legal measures, economic incentives, 
nor by normative control. Network members have limited formal accountability regarding 
policy co-production and policy implementation. Conversely, the relational basis in the BSR 
networks is key in relation to compliance with common decisions. The relational basis of BSR 
networks have formed throughout decades, generating formal rules and norms and informal 
codes. Each BSR network is connected and defined by common identities and visions. This is 
likely to generate trust among actors, feeling an obligation to contribute to the realization of 
mutual objectives. Generally, the internal decision-making procedures of the BSR networks is 
based on equity and efficiency, but subject to formalized patterns. Decision-making is mainly 
reserved for formal national governmental members in the region. Decision-making is 
pursued via an institutionally organized cooperation and negotiation process. This process is 
driven by technocratic and expert driven policy endeavors, which fails to integrate multiple 






8. Conclusions     
This thesis is guided by two ambitions in relation to the current governance mode of the Baltic 
Sea. The first ambition is to influence the debate on the present environmental governance 
dynamics of the Baltic Sea. The thesis reflects on the direction of the BSR environmental 
network governance operational reality relative to governing the Baltic Sea. The existing 
efforts to govern the Baltic Sea are defined by and a product of the operative conditions of the 
region. The BSR system is tasked to develop governance responses relative to the challenges 
of the Baltic Sea. Many of these challenges are considered ‘wicked problems’; they are 
multifaceted and contested as to their scope and the policy responses needed for dealing with 
these (Gilek et al., 2016). These require responses that look beyond hierarchical, sectorial 
boundaries and one-sided traditional ‘command and control’ governance styles. Instead, what 
is called for by the EAM approach is a holistic governance, an approach that considers different 
forms of information, scientific, indigenous and local information in the governance of the 
Baltic Sea. Integrating multiple types of knowledge into governance processes provides a 
better foundation for identifying shared solutions and legitimizing the process of developing 
policy responses.   
To accomplish the first ambition, the second ambition is designated based on a theoretical aim 
to contribute to the research on the concept of network governance, a mode that embodies the 
governance of the Baltic Sea. This thesis adds to theory developing by investigating the 
positive normative premise underpinning the concept of network governance. As a theoretical 
concept it is viewed as ideally positioned to govern ‘wicked problems’, separating and cutting 
across traditional hierarchical norms and ideas to produce adequate innovative and feasible 
policy responses that match complex, conflict-ridden and ill-defined problems. The theoretical 
ambition of this thesis is designed to develop open-ended context bound information relevant 
for actors in the network governance of the Baltic Sea. The theoretically informed empirical 
examination of the current governance of the Baltic Sea creates an opportunity to develop the 
network governance concept relative to governing environmental challenges. It also helps the 
thesis to fulfil the initial ambition, which is to support the distributed BSR policy-making 
capacities to develop designated policy endeavors that improves the state of the Baltic Sea. 
This concluding chapter reflects on the operational capacity of the BSR network governance 
system to govern the Baltic Sea based on the theoretical premise underpinning this system. 
This chapter compares the key features of the BSR operational realm relative to the normative 
assumptions defining a functional governance of the Baltic Sea. The theoretical principles that 
determine the purpose and the scope of a functional network governance of the Baltic Sea are 
used to condense the empirical insights of the articles. This, in turn, outlines the summary 
discussions for improved BSR network governance fundamentals relative to the challenges of 
the Baltic Sea.  
8.1. The relational conditions of Baltic Sea region network governance – a basis for 
developing theory   
The operational functioning of BSR network governance is shaped by the evolving relational 
conditions that define current policymaking. Traditionally, the foundation for policymaking 
has been defined as a task of hierarchical driven policy relations, in where the formal authority 
of governments are accentuated. However, normative demands arising from the assumptions 
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and expectations that policy development should be an outcome of multi-actor, multi-level 
collaboration measures have incentivized a shift in the relational basis of policymaking. These 
demands stem particularly from the assertion that transboundary challenges, which cross the 
territorial and the physical borders of NS, need to be govern on a relational basis that joins 
actors outside of hierarchal control. Informal, adaptive and non-hierarchical relational 
structures are considered as enabling improved and informed policy responses in relation to 
the functional demands to govern ‘wicked problems’.  
The BSR encapsulates the transition of linking traditional forms of government with 
innovative governance modes. The operational features of the BSR networks governance are 
a result of transformative processes that has transpired throughout decades. This experimental 
form of governing has delineated the current transnational conditions for BSR policy-making. 
The BSR relational boundaries for policymaking have been shaped by persistent attempts to 
join forces in integrating and pooling policy responses that target the challenges of the Baltic 
Sea. These processes have contributed towards an increasing institutionalization of the 
operating basis of most BSR networks. This has gradually altered the underlying normative 
relational premise defining the BSR system. The relational basis of the BSR network 
governance does not adhere to the normative parameters underpinning the concept of 
network governance.  
Figure 1 offers an overview of the key features of the current policymaking conditions of the 
BSR network governance setting. The figure condenses and conveys the result of experimental 
governance processes relative how this shape the conditions for delivering policy responses 
targeting the Baltic Sea. Also, the figure contextualizes the empirical findings and contributes 
to support the theoretical ambitions of the concept of network governance. It presents 
conceptual clarity by offering evidence of how network governance works in practice. Figure 
1 illustrates how network governance works in general in a transnational system setting that 
interlink networks and actors via shared transboundary challenges.     




























The EU has been pivotal in steering the transformation of the BSR network governance. The 
EU has emerged in the last few decades to have a profound effect in shaping and altering the 
broader relational development of the BSR network governance. The growing influence of the 
EU in the BSR derives from that most BSR NS are EU members and required to adhere to EU 
policy procedures. The growing importance of EU advocated relational policy procedures is 
also enabled by the BSR network governance operating principles, it operates in the absence 
of clearly defined rules and norms in relation to policy producers. The EU has tacitly taken the 
helm of steering the BSR relational development, as individual BSR NS does not have the 
capacity, or necessary the interest to steer and shape the relational policy conditions in the 
region. This is exemplified that though different BSR networks have been established decades 
ago, based on different rationales and by different notions, most networks tend to focus on 
policy activities advocated by the EU (article 1). The relational conditions, within and across 
BSR networks, are adjusted to serve policy processes that link with overarching EU policy 
documents, such as the EU 2020 Strategy or EU 2030 Framework for Energy and Climate.   
Current BSR policy innovation is fostered through EU promoted principles for policymaking. 
EU steers and shapes the foundation for BSR policymaking based on the widespread project 
proliferation in the region. Prominent EU project funding schemes are applied to develop and 
influence policy development, to induce change and promote policy process activity. Projects 
are temporal tools that direct BSR network policy activities. Projects offer temporal relational 
connections, especially in terms of the external relations linking various BSR networks. The 
proliferation of projects with the view to support policy development and innovation, by 
practices of benchmarking and best-practices scenarios are facilitating and steering the active 
use of projects. BSR networks are keen to engage in projects, as there are inbuilt incentives for 
BSR networks to engage and align their activities with EU policy documents. The EU and the 
EC have made financial resources available for networks via their project funding schemes, 
which engage in activities that serve to fulfil the objects set by the EU. To some BSR networks, 
especially those operating at sub-national levels, EU project-based funding complements their 
own budgets (article 1). These BSR networks operate based on membership contributions that 
often are allocated to maintain the normal functioning of the network and not necessarily to 
expand the policy activities of the network. Project funding schemes have become financially 
important for BSR networks and may suggest that policy activity only occur in policy areas, 
where there is available funding for project activities. A lack of funding for certain policy areas 
may indicate that activities in these areas are not necessarily pursued.  
EU project schemes that financially support the majority of projects in the region set the tone 
for the broader policy development agenda in the BSR network governance. EU act as the 
‘grand-tactician’ for steering the BSR policy agenda and for shaping the relational conditions 
in the region. From a functional BSR network governance perspective, this is detrimental. The 
extensive use of projects to develop and navigate policy expands the temporal relational 
dimension of policy procedures. This impedes the functionality of BSR network governance 
policy processes and the relational foundations of these processes. The ability of the BSR 
networks governance to navigate the long-term environmental challenges are compromised 
by the temporal relational conditions of projects. The normative beliefs of BSR network 
governance, as conveying policy outcomes that are considered necessary for governing the 
challenges of the Baltic Sea, are undermined by the policy-making context of the region. This 
context impairs the relational conditions for functional BSR policy processes.  
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BSR policymaking processes are faced with inbuilt barriers that weaken their capacity to 
develop and implement policy responses that assists them in governing the Baltic Sea. Short-
term policy cycles form the basis for expanding the understanding of the Baltic Sea challenges 
and for implementing policy measures that target these challenges. Even if BSR networks are 
guided by long-term views that aligns with these challenges, their relational conditions are 
framed by temporal short-term endeavors. BSR networks are oriented by visions requiring 
sustained long-term cooperation, yet their cooperation and interaction are steered by 
transitory non-hierarchical measures. The ‘short-termism’ alters the behavioral and relational 
fundaments of the region, resulting in competing policy timeframes and orientations of actors.  
Collectively, this has an adverse effect on policy development and implementation conditions 
targeting the challenges of the Baltic Sea. Policy processes in the BSR are based on short-term 
unilateral approaches uphold by horizontal hierarchical dependencies. These do not regularly 
interlink or include other actors operating at other levels into these processes. This does not 
accommodate the normative expectations by which BSR network governance rests upon. The 
contemporary governance demands have altered the fundaments for BSR policymaking. 
Behind this demand is a call for informal and adaptive, just-on-time policy efforts designated 
towards flexible problem-solving intervention alternatives. In the BSR, the collective result is 
an expansion of short-lived unilateral policy endeavors. The uptake of autonomous policy 
outcomes is not systematically coordinated. There is no methodical system that caters a broad 
BSR information and knowledge diffusion, as the independent policy endeavors are not 
interlinked. This contributes to policy incoherency and reduces the BSR policy transparency. 
The result is fragmentation and desynchronization, causing friction concerning policy 
coordination, stability, coherency and continuity.     
A drawback in relation to BSR network governance is that it lacks a natural function for policy 
coordination. From a relational perspective, BSR network governance system is defined by an   
exponentially number of relationships. Under such conditions, governance is complex, and 
the activities of networks needs be coordinated (Provan and Kenis, 2007). Shared self-
governance is often seen as appropriate by networks, as these can retain control over the 
direction of the network. However, network governance is inefficient when large networks 
ignore attempts to coordinate issues across a large number of network members (Faerman et 
al., 2001; Provan and Kenis, 2007). The problem of network complexity is particularly relevant 
in BSR networks, where members are spread out geographically making frequent meetings of 
all actors difficult (article 1). The structural solution to this is to centralize network governance 
activities around a knowledge and information broker (Provan and Kenis, 2007).  
Partly with the view to centralize BSR network governance activities, the EUSBSR was 
unveiled in 2009. The EUSBSR is the principal knowledge and information broker in the 
region. It aims to foster cooperation for reconciling the transboundary nature of problems with 
the mosaic of BSR networks that are driven by different agendas and overlapping interests. It 
aspires to coordinate policy activities and dialogue needed for governing the BSR challenges. 
However, as a coordinator of policy initiatives, serving to expand the BSR system capacity for 
improving policy coherency and continuity, the EUSBSR is bound by its limited capacity. The 
EUSBSR is an extension of the underlying principle of network governance, lacking any direct 
means to coordinate policy initiatives and activities (article 4).  
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The EUSBSR does not sufficiently cater to the needs rising from the challenges of the operative 
setting of BSR network governance. In fact, it expands the challenges by contributing towards 
a temporal dimension of the BSR policymaking context. The EUSBSR is implemented through 
the means offered by short-term Pan-Baltic projects. Moreover, the division where PACs are 
made up of national level actors, whilst HALs of BSR networks contribute to a widening of 
policy incoherence (article 4). That the sectorial policy cooperation and interaction is a mostly 
matter for national level actors, while BSR networks role are to foster horizontal and vertical 
cooperation across policy sectors, underscores the relevance of SGs. SGs serve as platforms for 
building and enhancing the BSR relational capacity. The SGs act as tools for advancing and 
improving the BSR network governance (article 4). However, as most SGs are of temporal 
nature, interaction and relational ties are defined by an explicit short-term timeframe. This 
reinforces the temporal dimension of BSR network governance.    
The EUSBSR is a reflection of EU advocated governance that fosters a relational transition in 
policymaking. A transition that hollows out sovereign powers in decision-making procedures 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). BSR policymaking reflects the increasingly differentiated 
society, the fragmentation into a variety of interdependent public, semi-public and private 
agencies, linked into various operative networks. However, BSR policymaking is not detached 
from democratic accountability and control and nor does it occur in an institutional vacuum. 
Policy-making producers in BSR networks are guided by intergovernmental hierarchical 
norms and relational actions. These are operationally steered by institutional norms and 
protocols, which are the result of nationally defined procedures, conveying democratic values 
and standards set and agreed upon by national parliamentarians or elected officials.    
BSR network governance policy-making procedures are designated to contribute to public 
purpose, expressed in various visions and values conveyed through policies designed to solve 
the policy challenges associated with the Baltic Sea. Generally, central decision-makers praise 
network governance for its ability to augment decision-making processes by means of 
providing novel information, arguments and assessments (Sørensen and Torfing, 2005). This 
is dependent on input from a broad range of societal actors, providing different perspectives 
and viewpoints of policy options. This is viewed as enhancing the legitimacy of the 
policymaking and the overall policy process.  
Even though the EU has succeeded in shaping the broader principles for BSR policy innovation 
and development, the procedures and processes that define the factual policymaking in the 
region are still confined to national level relational policy exercises. Relational ties are framed 
by hierarchical norms, which constitute the basis of most operative BSR networks. A command 
and control regime are not compatible with the relational principles of network governance 
policy design. In the BSR the integration of actors into policy procedural processes follow a 
functionalist relational approach. An institutionalized relational pretext frames the structures 
for the involvement of actors in the region. This is detrimental to the legitimacy of BSR policy 
processes and affects the efficiency of policy development and implementation.   
8.2. Evaluating the functionality of Baltic Sea region network governance  
The normative expectations of network governance policy design are linked to creating 
adequate responses that considers social-ecological system interactions and changes. A view 
that supports the concept of network governance is that it offers better options than fortified 
72 
 
hierarchical policy arrangements relative to governing ‘wicked problems’. The analytical 
component of social learning is used to evaluate whether the BSR network governance fulfills 
the normative expectations by having the capacity to generate adequate policy responses 
relative to the Baltic Sea. The analytical parameters of social learning are applied as a basis for 
evaluating BSR network governance functionality. The BSR network governance – as a mode 
of governing – needs to facilitate and foster social learning, which originate in an inclusive, 
holistic view of dealing with the challenges surrounding the Baltic Sea.  
Table 11. BSR network governance functionality requirements (based on Pahl-Wostl, 2009) 
Network governance 
functionality requirements    
Single-loop social learning    Double-loop social learning  
 
 General factors   No calling into question of established 
institutions, signs or unilateral 
reinterpretation   
Reinterpretation of established 
institutions by many actors and parties   
Regulative factors  Existing regulations are strictly 
followed and used to justify 
established routines. New by-laws and 
interpretations of existing law to 
accommodate exceptions.  
Regulatory frameworks identified as 
major constraints for innovation. More 
juridical conflicts about rule 
interpretation. Exemptions allowing 
innovative approaches and 
experimentation.  
Normative factors  Established norms are used to justify 
the prevailing system. Relying on good 
practices and benchmarking.  
Established norms and routines are 
called into question.  
Cultural-cognitive factors  Discourse remains in established 
paradigms that are refined. Radical 
ideas dismissed.  
New ideas emerge beyond isolated 
groups.  
Operative governance mode  No change in the relative dominance of 
governance types. Improvement of 
performance within established 
governance modes. External 
alternative governance modes 
disregarded.   
Other than dominant governance types 
start to become more visible and 
dominant governance type called into 
question (e.g. introduction of 
participatory approaches, emergence 
of bottom-up participatory processes).  
Relational ties of networks Actors remain in their networks. Roles 
and identities are not called into 
question.  
Explicit search for advice from actors 
outside of established network. New 
roles emerge. Boundary spanners of 
importance that start to connect 
different networks.  
Network interactions  Vertical interaction in established 
patterns e.g. increased regulation from 
the top level. Pattern of flow of 
authority (by institutions) does not 
change. Mainly uni-directional.   
Increased informal knowledge 
exchange between levels. Informal 
interaction groups to improve 
exchange established.  
Policy learning paradigm  Imitation through exchanges of policy 
experiences. Actors study different 
policy experiences via benchmarking 
efforts.  Provides knowledge for policy 
processes to define, assess and adjust 
strategies, based on the orientation on 
comparisons, without consideration of 
contextual differences.  
Processes of learning that accentuate 
the exchange of tacit knowledge 
elements. Boundary spanners key: 
these act as inter-mediators of the 
coproduction of novel information and 
knowledge. Transparent informal 
knowledge production, sharing norms, 
values and ideas. Learning mandate 
and analysis open.  
Governance efforts and policy 
uncertainty  
Uncertainty used to justify non-action. 
Activities to reduce uncertainties: 
reliance on science to find a solution. 
Discourse focuses on technical 
approaches to dealing with uncertainty 
with the goal to improve predictive 
capabilities.  
Uncertainty accepted and perceived as 
opportunity in processes of 
negotiations and reframing. Existence 
of different perspective and 
worldviews explicitly acknowledged. 
Established approaches to managing 
uncertainty and risks are called into 
question.  
 
Table 11 establishes a summary of BSR network governance functionality requirements. The 
table outlines the factors of the procedural processes that define policy development in a SL 
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and in a DL learning setting. It considers typical normative, regulative and socio-cultural 
boundaries that describe policymaking in respective learning settings. The table offers a basis 
for evaluating whether the BSR policy setting and along with the broader BSR policy-making 
conditions adhere to a learning environment that abide by the demands set by environmental 
theories to govern the challenges of the Baltic Sea.  
Table 11 offers a framework for descriptive and explanatory reflections relative to the general 
functionality of the BSR network governance. As oppose to previous tables on social learning, 
this table does not per se highlight the structural conditions of a network or a system relative 
to fostering social learning. Rather it discloses and reflects on the underlying norms and values 
that determine and shape the structural setting boundaries for social learning. The theoretical 
norms and values for each social learning setting in table 11 is outlined in the latter part of this 
subchapter. This serves as a theoretical basis for condensing the empirical findings of this 
thesis, emphasizing advantages, limitations, challenges and future considerations relative to a 
functional BSR network governance. 
General regulative and normative considerations  
SL and DL learning settings are guided by different regulative and normative conditions. The 
difference is maintained by the variances in societal views and cultural preferences. The 
societal-cultural reasoning sets the logic for interpreting the regulative and the normative 
framework and determines the broader structures, limits and possibilities for policy processes 
and subsequent policymaking in each setting. In a SL setting, existing rules and norms are 
strictly obeyed. Conventional policy routines frame policy-making conditions. A reliance of 
good policy practices fortifies the prevailing governance mode, incremental improvements are 
pursued in established modes. Radical ideas or suggestions are dismissed or disregarded, e.g. 
those initiated by environmental theories, such as adaptive and participatory governance. 
In a DL learning environment, regulative and normative frames are challenged and frequently 
tested. Traditional frames are regarded as obstacles for policy innovation and development. 
Established policy routines are confronted by demands to expand and change the underlying 
principle of policymaking processes. Policy routines that are set by the principal governance 
mode are undermined by internal as well as by external pressure. This originate from demands 
of actors that are not regularly involved in policy processes and from changing normative 
requirement and expectation of policy outcomes.  
General network interplay considerations   
Similarly, the different learning settings are shaped by divergent network relational ties. SL 
learning is bound by institutional roles and identities. The relational ties are embedded by 
path dependency and ties are not systematically formed outside of networks. Actors remain 
mainly in their networks. This reinforces unilateral relational approaches and expands policy 
complexity and incoherency, making policy coordination challenging. In a DL learning setting 
network relational ties are driven by the opportunity for innovative, adaptive approaches that 
reframe assumptions of traditional policymaking. Boundary information and knowledge 
spanners are key in linking internal relational ties with external actors outside the network. 
These collect new ideas and are search of advice, opinion and tacit knowledge of actors outside 
the realm of the established network. Boundary spanners are also key vis-à-vis the expansion 
of relation ties that connect different networks.  
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Network interaction patterns within the different learning settings also differ. Network 
collaboration patterns provide an indication of the ingrained learning capacity and output of 
each learning setting. This refer to that interaction arrangements provide the scope and the 
reach of learning processes; who are involved, how and when are these involved. Normative 
factors shape these interaction patterns. In a SL setting, interaction and collaboration adhere 
to established patterns, which are steered by a top-down uni-directional formal interaction. 
The flow of interaction and collaboration is guided by formal regulation from central levels, 
restricting network interaction to established paths. Any interaction outside established 
patterns are guided by a hierarchical premise. This restrains and delimits the scope and reach 
of the learning processes.  
Interaction patterns in a DL setting are formed by informal surroundings, which seeks to 
reinterpret established collaboration routines. The result is an array of informal collaborative 
knowledge exchanges between and across levels. From a learning scope, this supports a broad 
and unrestricted access to tacit information emerging from informal interaction. This has the 
potential to link networks and foster knowledge synthesis of different authorities, experts, 
interests’ groups across horizontal and vertical levels. However, as interaction patterns are 
formed by informally guided assertions any attempts to coordinate the interaction is refrained 
by the informality of these attempts. The role of boundary spanners in this collaboration 
setting is further emphasized.            
Premise of policy learning paradigms  
The learning paradigm is different in a SL setting as oppose to a DL setting. The premise of 
learning in a SL setting is imitation trough exchanges of policy experiences, generally without 
consideration of contextual differences. Actors study other’s policy experiences and imitate 
best practices. Learning tools by which learning is pursued are designed to let participants in 
policy processes learn from each other through benchmarking approaches. The premise to 
learn by comparing, with the expectation of gaining knowledge from experiences which have 
emerged under completely different societal policy conditions, imply that learning is restricted 
to general formalized and incremental learning. Learning by comparing is bound by path 
dependency. Path dependence makes it difficult to dispose of prior commitments and actors 
in policy processes tend to carry on as before. Effective imitation of best practices entails 
learning contextual intelligence of policy process actors. To stimulate learning, participants 
need to have access to information on the units of comparison. Effective implementation and 
integration of benchmarking results are constrained and framed by the fluctuating societal 
conditions of participating actors. 
In a DL setting, learning is shaped by the notion of exchange and cooperative development of 
tacit knowledge elements. Learning outcomes does not necessarily need to be quantified, 
measurable or tangible. Attainment is viewed as emerging from providing a platform for 
contextual understanding of the viewpoints of others, possibly reconciling differences as 
participating actors are characterized by differences in goals and interests playing out at 
different levels. These learning elements emerge under deliberate learning conditions. 
Distinctive for these is a transparent informal knowledge production, with the sharing of 




General view of policy uncertainty  
The capabilities to govern policy uncertainty are fundamentally different in a SL respective a 
DL setting. The design of policy routines in dealing and coping with policy uncertainty are 
framed by different operational principles. In a SL setting, uncertainty is framed by 
hierarchical preferences, where policy routines are developed with the objective of quantifying 
and framing policy uncertainty. Technical science approaches are justified as a rational choice, 
as these improve the predictive capabilities for finding a solution that reduces policy 
uncertainty. Discourses focus on measurable policy action, as opposite to non-measureable, 
non-linear action. If uncertainty cannot be framed, it is used to justify non-action.  
A DL setting has a holistic, admissive and accepting approach towards policy uncertainty. 
This is linked to the expectations of policy outcomes, the inbuilt demands for developing 
measures to govern social-ecological system changes. The dominant view is that regulative 
norms are rigid structures that are unsuitable for contemporary policy processes and 
policymaking. Established approaches to govern policy uncertainty and risks are called into 
question. Uncertainty is viewed as a chance to reframe and adjust policy processes and 
policymaking.   
8.3. Baltic Sea region network governance – a functional governance the Baltic Sea?  
From a normative viewpoint the BSR network governance does not adhere to the theoretical 
demands sustaining a functional governance of the Baltic Sea. BSR operational procedures are 
shaped by an ever-evolving dynamic setting, which forms and shapes interaction patterns and 
relational ties in the region. There are endeavors for aligning the operative procedures of BSR 
network governance to pursue a holistic, inclusive and transformative governance of the Baltic 
Sea. This is reflected in how certain elements of the BSR network interaction patterns are 
challenging the established relational patterns in the region. However, the BSR network 
governance is still characterized and underpinned by reinforcing internal hierarchical features 
that impairs and suppresses the BSR governance latent potential from emerging.  
There are EU endeavors in place that aspire to elevate the underlying capacity of BSR network 
governance. The most notable example being the EUSBSR. However, these EU aspirations and 
efforts have inadvertent consequences. These contributes towards increasing the temporal 
policy dimension, therefore extending an already complex network governance operational 
reality. Even though EU has managed to reorient the scope of many networks, aligning their 
activities with overarching EU policy documents, these activities are far from ideal. BSR policy 
activities are often uncoordinated and decreasing the general transparency of policymaking 
progress, causing friction in relation to the stability and coherency of policy activities in the 
region. For operational procedures and the policymaking setting of the BSR network 
governance to become operationally feasible, fundamental challenges lay ahead. Figure 2 






Figure 2. BSR network governance challenges relative a functional governance of the Baltic Sea    
 
 
BSR regulative and normative setting   
 
The regulative and normative setting of the BSR is vital in relation a functional governance of 
the Baltic Sea. It sets the boundaries of the operative network governance mode of the BSR and 
defines the conditions for BSR policymaking processes.  The BSR regulative and normative 
setting is based on an institutional premise, where established norms are accentuated and not 
necessarily questioned. Most BSR networks are steered through formal and hierarchical 
principles. The institutional structures of most BSR networks do not align with the conceptual 
fundamentals synonymous with network governance (article 1).     
 
BSR network governance actors are committed to the institutions they represent. Actors gain 
legitimization, capabilities, resources and societal preferences from their institutional 
background. Behavior learned in hierarchical institutions is restricted to promote incremental 
learning. BSR network members are influenced by bureaucratic routines and settings. This 
constitute a barrier for comprehensive social learning processes in the BSR. BSR actors are not 
accustomed to policy processes and policy-making procedures that are driven by changing 
policy demands. Adaptability and flexibility do not resonate with a hierarchical operative 
setting, where BSR actors mainly engage in bargaining rather than open innovative discourse.  
BSR network governance is at a crossroad. The changing policy orientation, the expectation of 
policy linked to social-ecological system BSR changes and the demands for effective measures 
to govern these changes is impaired by internal deficiencies rooted in a complex BSR network 
governance reality. The operational routines of BSR network governance are grounded in 
hierarchically fortified socio-cultural and behavioral aspects. This does not imply that network 
actors are hesitant or resist measures aimed at introducing aspects that facilitates a functional 
governance of the Baltic Sea. On the contrary, policy development and policy-making practices 
are often guided by a holistic approach in the governance of the Baltic Sea or aspects of 
BSR network 
governance  

























surrounding ecosystems. This is demonstrated by the case studies of this thesis (article 2 and 
article 3).  
Learning as a notion that builds governance capacity is acknowledged in BSR policy-making 
procedures. However, in the implementation phase, which transpires in national 
environments, path and routine dependency dominates. This is not necessarily intentional 
resistance to disregard new modes of governance. However, it displays the supremacy of 
restricting hierarchical operating procedures. Traditional national hierarchical settings are 
prone to institutional inertia and less likely to produce integrated process-oriented 
participatory implementation measures aimed at improving the state of the Baltic Sea.  
 
BSR network interplay     
 
The relational setting of the BSR is restricted by the institutional roles and identities of network 
members. The embedded hierarchical relational path dependency discourages members from 
systematically forming extensive relational ties outside their own network. BSR network 
actors mostly form relations within their network. This reinforces unilateral and isolated 
relational approaches in the region, attempting to coordinate integrated policy activities across 
different sectors and levels challenging (article 1 and article 4).  
BSR interaction is driven by established relational patterns. The flow of interaction is guided 
by formal normative regulation from central levels, restricting network interaction to 
predictable paths. Interaction outside the network is suppressed by top-down autocratic 
unidirectional efforts. Although BSR network interplay is geared towards internal interaction 
with hierarchical relational tendencies, there are underlying endeavors and efforts to break 
this dominance. Two driving forces are here at play. One is national environmental awareness 
and enlightenment. Innovative governance initiatives within BSR NS are emerging. These are 
driven by opportunities for adaptive approaches with the notion of reframing norms of 
traditional policymaking. These initiatives are also gaining traction in BSR networks. 
However, these are non-systematic and uncoordinated efforts. The reforming of relational ties 
is subject to societal preference and contextual dependency. The capacity to embrace new 
relational modes is diverse in the region. For example, Nordic countries are regarded as 
societal examples for aspirations to embrace new modes of environmental governance. Other 
BSR NS do not hold necessary the same capacity, due to different levels of economic, 
administrative and political development.  
 
The other force that is reforming BSR relational ties is EU. EU is the prime enabler and driver 
of shaping BSR relational ties outside and across networks. EU implicitly reinterprets and re-
orientates established collaboration routines in the BSR. EU increases the informal 
collaboration and subsequent knowledge exchange between BSR levels and scales. At the same 
time, EU aspire to coordinate the external informal interaction with the help of the EUSBSR. 
The EU with EUSBSR as a facilitator, seek to link internal network relational ties with external 
actors outside the network. Tacitly, the ambition of the EUSBSR is to reform the overall BSR 
collaboration and relation ties of the region. The intent is to improve and integrate knowledge 




However, the efforts by the EU to elevate the relational capacity of BSR network governance 
has inadvertent detrimental consequences in relation to a functional governance of the Baltic 
Sea and its ecosystems. EU efforts advance the temporal dimension of BSR relational ties and 
interaction. This is not favorable or provide a constructive learning environment for governing 
the Baltic Sea. EU promotes external relation and interaction ties mostly via temporal and non-
permanent tools. This places an explicit timeframe for external network relational ties (article 
4). The result is an array of uncoordinated informal interaction knowledge exchanges between 
and across levels. The EUSBSR is structurally and operationally inadequate to mitigate the 
‘short-termism’, promoted by the non-permanent policy features and temporal policy 
differentiation in the region. The EUSBSR is an extension of BSR network governance. It is a 
BSR network governance paradigm, adhering to the informal assertions, norms and rules that 
defines the network governance concept. As a result, the EUSBSR is refrained from any 
meaningful attempts to address these difficulties. 
 
BSR policy learning paradigm  
 
The influential role of the EU in shaping the BSR network governance is visualized in how 
policy is developed in the region. The EU not only reforms relational ties in the BSR through 
projects, it also steers the policy-learning premise of the region with the help of widespread 
project proliferation. The designated EU learning paradigm and format impairs the BSR policy 
learning capacity. Projects enforce a learning approach that is not well aligned or suited with 
normative demands to functionally govern the Baltic Sea. EU advocates policy learning by 
imitation, usually without reflection of contextual differences. Learning by imitation is 
associated with critical environmental policy learning shortages. There is no assurance that 
learning working in one area can work in another area, as not all environmental governance 
proficiencies are transferrable, as learning is place and time-specific particularly in complex 
social–ecological systems.  
EU is influential in advocating imitation through exchanges of policy experiences. BSR project 
proliferation builds on the notion as serving the demands and the needs for adaptive, rapid 
policy responses to complex, cross-sectorial policy contexts. Projects are viewed as providing 
flexible problem-solving intervention options to traditional hierarchical methods. However, 
project learning is distinctive. It is non-repetitive, time-bound and lacks group-building 
effects, via continued and sustained actor interaction. The short project cycles do not leave 
time for project participants to develop personalized trust. Generally, projects deliver 
inadequate consideration to contextual, tacit knowledge and understanding that is needed to 
foster suitable learning outcomes relative to the environmental challenges of the Baltic Sea.  
The EU policy-learning paradigm is developed to provide tangible outcomes. Benchmarking 
outcomes that can be quantified and showcased to a larger audience, e.g. project funding 
schemes. The EU policy-learning premise and the BSR policy-making learning conditions are 
formed by an overarching notion of producing measurable result. These do not align with a 
policy-learning paradigm, where attainment is possibly emerging from non-quantified and 
non-measurable results. Policy performance may arise from non-tangle elements, such as 
sources of trust, deriving generalized trust in actors, or from interpersonal relations. The 
potential to enhance the BSR learning capacity and alter the current dominate policy learning 
premise is achievable. As the EUSBSR case study demonstrates, the strategy with the help of 
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the designated SGs could act as multi-actor learning platforms. These could facilitate broad 
BSR face-to-face deliberation and trust, through sustained relation ties and multi-actor 
interaction. However, to fulfil the learning potential the inbuilt structural and relational 
limitations of the EUSBSR need to be addressed (article 4). 
BSR general view of uncertainty   
The design of BSR environmental policy goals and ambitions is usually framed by hierarchical 
regulations and norms. BSR environmental uncertainty is quantified, with the help of 
technical, science-based approaches. These are viewed as improving the predictive capabilities 
for finding a solution that reduces policy uncertainty, through measurable policy action. 
Uncertainty is approached based on an instrumentalist approach, in which complexity and 
ambivalence are eliminated (article 3). Problem solving is specific and straightforward.   
However, traditional framing of BSR environmental policy goals are challenged in the region 
by holistic perceptions of uncertainty. These do not necessary frame BSR environmental policy 
goals based on tangible measurements, but also allows policy action that is of non-measurable 
and non-linear nature. These have an admissive and an accepting approach towards 
uncertainty. Uncertainty is viewed as an opportunity to reframe and adjust policy processes 
and policymaking. Uncertainty and problems cannot be solved, only handled via reflexive and 
informing feedback loops (article 3). Still, there is a shortage of reframing policy goals and 
ambitions based on participatory approaches, which emphasize the social and inclusive 

















9. Baltic Sea region network governance – future considerations   
The BSR is regarded a pioneer in the introduction of new modes of governance (Joas et al., 
2008). The BSR is a laboratory for experimental governance, as the demand of transformative 
modes of governance is continuous. BSR governance arrangements need endless reforms to 
adapt to the challenges of the Baltic Sea ecosystems (Gilek and Karlsson, 2016). The Baltic Sea 
governance is horizontally complex and vertically incomplete. The governance of the Sea is a 
result of continuous divergent processes, rather than intentionally designed environmental 
policy arrangements (Gilek et al., 2016). These have developed throughout time in an intricate 
framework of hierarchical institutional structures and procedures, power relations, cultures 
and varying policy styles in the different BSR NS.  
The transformation of the BSR network governance to adhere with the principles that define a 
functional governance of the Baltic Sea requires a fundamental shift in the interpretation of the 
normative value setting that determine the scope and form of policy development in the 
region. This transformation needs to navigate the institutionalization of the BSR network 
governance by reinterpreting the inherent societal and cultural value-based reasoning of 
national level governance actors. National level governance logic determines the form and 
function of policy processes and subsequent policy-making relative to the Baltic Sea. Even if 
the positional power of governments is undergoing change, governments still establish the 
basic rules for governing the Baltic Sea (Joas et al., 2008).  
The transformation of the contemporary BSR network governance is shaped by a continued 
Europeanisation. This transpires through the enlargement and increased activities of the EU 
in the region. Most BSR network actors orientate themselves towards the EU instead of only 
acting within their own network (Joas et al., 2008; Kern and Loffelsend, 2008). EU creates 
legislation through various frameworks and norms. EU has exclusive capacity to legislate and 
set supranational demands in the field of BSR environmental protection that are often binding 
for EU MS (Karlsson et al., 2016). This is most evident in the area of fisheries, as witnessed by 
the dominance of the EU Common Fisheries Policy (Linke et al., 2014; Gilek et al., 2016).   
The strong Europeanisation is reflective of the ever-present evolution of BSR governance. BSR 
networks that have been operative for decades are forced to adapt to this reality. Nationally 
defined interests in BSR networks are changing and transforming networks. BSR networks are 
subject to increased national level scrutiny in terms of their current added value. Some BSR 
networks existence is under threat as they are viewed as relics, which were formed under 
different societal and governance conditions. A future path for national actors to pursue and 
develop policy in a BSR transnational context are framed by the fact that most BSR NS are EU 
members. This alters national interests in BSR networks. National level interest relative to the 
BSR governance is undergoing a shift. BSR networks role as a venue for policy development 
in the region is not self-evident anymore. National level focus relative to the BSR is driven 
more frequently by broader EU policy ambitions relative to the region, as oppose to policy 
desires by individual BSR networks. The future of BSR networks is conditional and they must 
therefore prove their existing value in a transnational policy setting.   
The role of the EU in governing the Baltic Sea is shaped by European environmental policy, 
which has undergone profound change (Kern and Loffelsend, 2008). The traditional view of 
managing natural resources, which has been characterized by a command and control 
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paradigm, is interlinked with inclusive and holistic governance approaches. A proliferating 
body of EU legislation affecting various aspects of the marine environment of the Baltic Sea 
are under the guidance of an EAM (Gilek et al., 2016). However, there are challenges in the 
BSR in relation to an expansive implementation of a learning and knowledge-based 
governance approach. Most of these are of structural nature. The most difficulties relate to the 
efforts to establish BSR cross-sectoral collaboration, because of existing institutional 
arrangements and procedures (Gilek et al., 2016). This makes policy coordination of the many 
governmental bodies and regulatory frameworks at EU, Baltic Sea and national levels a 
problem (Karlsson et al., 2016).  
The core functions and key aspects of an EAM approach have hardly been implemented in 
environmental governance of the Baltic Sea (Karlsson et al., 2016; Linke et al., 2016; Smolarz et 
al., 2016). Multi-sector cooperation, participatory participation approaches and adaptive 
governance have generally been given limited attention in BSR governance environmental 
frameworks (Jönsson et al., 2016). For example, the inclusion of non-state actors into processes 
of policymaking with regard to eutrophication in the Baltic Sea is undeveloped (Jönsson et al., 
2016). Despite the ambitions to increase actor participation in environmental governance, 
supporting structures and processes enabling broader inclusion and deliberation are often 
missing (Gilek and Karlsson, 2016). When participation in policy processes is enlarged, actor 
participation and interaction are framed institutionally.  
The problem of a lack of broader actor inclusion, values and critique and the absence of broad 
public communication and discourse is non-adaptive BSR governance structures (Gilek and 
Karlsson, 2016). The instrumental framing of actor participation in environmental policy 
processes is a result of insufficient flexibility and adaptability of the governance framework of 
the Baltic Sea. This originate from lock-in effects and path dependency (Gilek and Karlsson, 
2016). Structural constraints inherent in the legacy of an environmental governance tradition 
based on a command and control standard provide major barriers of change. Important 
barriers of change lie in inertia of institutions, resistance to change and costs to be associated 
with transformation (Pahl-Wostl, 2007; 2009). A command and control-based governance, with 
rigid regulations, large-scale technology, expert knowledge, technical approaches, where 
uncertainties can be quantified by probability distributions, is not suitable with challenges of 
the present and the future (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). 
It is difficult to characterize the current BSR governance as a success from an environmental 
point of view (Ringbom and Joas, 2018). A future re-orientation of the BSR network 
governance is inevitable and a stepwise governance transformation is widely acknowledged. 
Key BSR actors, policymakers, scientists and civil society networks generally agree that for 
societies to be able to govern large-scale environmental risks and challenges there is a need for 
transnational interaction and multi-actor participation. There is a demand for increased 
involvement of actors with diverse backgrounds through various processes of deliberation 
(Gilek et al., 2016).  
A distancing of BSR governance from a traditional hierarchical command and control regiment 
is underway. Contemporary environmental network governance of the Baltic Sea is based on 
scientific reasoning, enhancing BSR policy-makers capacity to conduct informed and 
cognizant decisions. Natural scientific based knowledge is accepted as a basis for navigating 
technical actions in the protection of the Baltic Sea. This has gradually expanded the 
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inclusiveness of BSR environmental policy development. Processes of science-policy relations 
have increased, and this has reshaped BSR actor participation and communication 
arrangements. However, BSR science-policy interactions are framed by hierarchical relations 
defining traditional government. Governments establish the basic interaction rules. The 
science community’s participation in BSR policy arrangements are based on conditions set by 
top-down guided relational provisions. Even if the positional and the relational power of 
governments is challenged by a Europeanisation of the region, and by sub-national actor 
environmental awareness and actions, BSR policy relational patterns are slow to adapt and 
change.  
A path towards a future functional network governance of the Baltic Sea needs to consider  
augmenting the scope of policy interaction arrangements in the region. Science alone cannot 
produce optimal solutions to BSR environmental problems. Science is invaluable, but scientific 
reasoning has to be complemented with tacit knowledge about socio-cultural settings. There 
is enormous heterogeneity in factors that define different types of environmental problems in 
the BSR (Haila, 2008). Problems are framed and reframed in different ways and from different 
perspectives. BSR environmental challenges have specific populations and problem closure is 
achievable only if the affiliated actor population is systematically ingrained in policy problem 
processes, presuming coordinated action by several actors (Haila, 2008).  
To improve the network governance of the Baltic Sea, a diversity of knowledge perspectives 
is needed. A starting point is to mix natural science-dominated processes and procedures, with 
more precautionary and participatory governance approaches that take account of social 
dimensions and various actor knowledge contributions (Linke and Jentoft, 2014; Jönsson et al., 
2016). This could reposition BSR policy development and policy interaction over time to 
adhere with EAM logic.  
In relation to a future functional path for BSR network governance, more scholarly emphasis 
must be given to network governance and social learning (e.g. Folke et al., 2005; Armitage et 
al., 2008; Pahl-Wostl, 2009). This thesis contributes to the research on the concept of network 
governance by interlinking network governance with social learning. It illustrates how 
network governance functions in practice in order to reflect on the positive normative premise 
defining the concept of network governance. However, added scholarly focus is required, 
especially regarding the operational functionality of network governance. More research 
insights are merited as to what is required from a functional network governance and how 
this possibly may be achieved.  
For instance, Huppe and Creech (2012) demand a certain level of social capital for optimizing 
the underlying capacity of network governance. This originate in that the effectiveness of 
network governance is a matter of improving the relational capacities of networks. Creating 
shared values elevates collaborative policy processes, integrates the distributed capacities of 
the system towards the creation of innovative solutions. In and across networks, dialogue and 
interactions are dependent upon a certain level of social capital and in turn, the enhancement 
of social capital in the network depend upon a certain level of interaction across these actors 
(Huppe and Creech, 2012). Mutually reinforcing multilevel relationships have the potential to 
address some embedded limitations of network governance. Self-regulation, coordination, 
observance and compliance of policy processes (Dedeurwaerdere 2005) may succeed better in 
a context where efficient communication and social control is a possibility. This could serve 
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demands for improved efforts of coordinated implementation and facilitate adjusting policy 
schemes so that they address gaps and ineffective overlaps. 
The EUSBSR is in a key position to improve the relational capacity of BSR network governance. 
Therefore, the EUSBSR deserves more in-depth scholarly attention, especially compared to its 
actual ability: the potential to serve as an interlinking relational instrument in the region. The 
role of the EUSBSR is immense in relation to developing a future path for sustained relational 
network governance interactions. The strategy’s latent possibility to link the formal and the 
informal policy endeavors is unmatched in the region. The EUSBSR is the foremost relational 
conveyer; it brings together all relevant BSR network governance actors. These actors carry 
out countless projects, which creates a vast number of possible interactions both horizontally 
and vertically. However, the premise of these projects needs to be re-aligned with the focus 
and orientation of the strategy. Projects need to cater more sufficiently to the long-term focus 
of the EUSBSR and this require a restructuring of the projects. A restructuring that makes the 
usage of projects more effective. This notion builds on a broad knowledge-based evaluation of 
projects that have displayed their effectiveness, from a science and societal perspective. These 
contextually evaluated projects should serve as basis for generating follow-up projects. This is 
to create processes that focuses on sustained actor interaction, to safeguard policy 
development. This opens up the possibilities for adequate collaboration and learning. 
The basis for augmenting a future BSR network governance is to improve and broaden the 
scope of BSR policy development by integrating a diversity of knowledge perspectives 
through processes of social learning. The value of learning as a normative goal and as a process 
is recognized in environmental theories. However, attention to learning as an explicit strategy 
in the design and operation of collaborative natural resource governance is still at an initial 
stage (Armitage et al., 2008). Hitherto, there has been an absence of examination of the factors 
that determine if, who, how and what type of learning actually occurs in collaborative resource 
natural governance contexts (Armitage et al., 2008).  
This thesis expands the knowledge base of the learning determinants in a complex natural 
governance context. It identifies what type of learning is likely to arise in this context and what 
type of learning is actually required to functionally govern natural resources, such as the Baltic 
Sea. The thesis contextualizes general challenges associated with contemporary transnational 
learning efforts. For example, in the governance of the Baltic Sea learning is being approached 
as non-systematic, uncoordinated experiential and learning-by-doing processes. BSR policy 
learning efforts and outcomes are shaped by EU recommended and imposed learning beliefs. 
The shortcomings of this, lie in the rigorous institutional processes, where learning outcomes 
abides by the rule of measurable results and proliferation of best practices. These learning 
outcomes are difficult to generalize beyond the case. This undermine the capacity of BSR 
system to explore viable governance alternatives advocated by an EAM.    
What this thesis calls for is broader recognition of the embedded challenges associated with 
learning in complex social–ecological systems involving adaptive and collaborative 
governance efforts. The rise of adaptive governance models, endorsed by an EAM, calls for 
greater specificity and clarity concerning the outcomes ascribed to learning. In particular, 
regarding the underlying premise and rationale of learning as to its orientation and fit with 
large-scale ecological challenges. An extensive reflection is vital as to the selection of 
appropriate learning tools for augmenting BSR network governance. Key BSR actors need to 
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comprehend and reflect upon the causal logic and ingrained learning limitation attached to 
different learning tools. The widespread project proliferation in the region, by which policy 
development is often pursued, restricts BSR learning capacity and potential to incremental 
learning. However, it is up for debate if learning at all is able to enter the stage of DL, enabled 
by deliberative learning processes in environmental governance (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Even so, 
the articulation of policy development strategy goals is shaped by the underlying capacity of 
the tools by which policy learning is pursued.  
This thesis has provided insights of the suitability and comparability of different BSR network 
modes’ structural and relational properties vis-à-vis social learning parameters. This is to 
make better use of the potential of a social learning induced network governance. The 
horizontal and vertical linking of relational functions of BSR network governance is critical for 
social learning in the region, as the interaction space needs to be congruent with the problem 
space. The main obstacle regarding transforming BSR environmental network governance 
with social learning reasoning is that learning is a long-term process.  
BSR environmental network governance needs to be long-term and adaptive, yet short-term 
and lock-in effects are more the rule than the exception. A gradual BSR network governance 
transformation could be linked with the long-term policy orientations of the region. The 
orientation of policy development needs to transgress hierarchical borders. Policy 
development needs to remain open, geared towards continued social learning to ensure that 
BSR has capacity to respond to unexpected policy effects and developments. The extent to 
which social learning shapes policy will vary with the strategies or approaches employed, 
setting of goals and expected outcomes, as well as societal context. However, only by further 
developing and applying shared and inclusive policy processes that considers the intricacy of 
governance regimes dealt with governing large-scale ecosystems, can we build and maintain 
a knowledge base needed to advance the understanding to a state that we can give meaningful 
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